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RETURN TO EARTH? 


The impossible happens! The Alphans receive a message from Earth. 
Humans in the Twenty-First Century have discovered how to contact Alpha 
and how to bring the space wanderers home through matter transmission. 
They have just thirty hours in which transmission is possible. 

The operation begins, but the first Alphans transported find themselves 
on Earth not in the future but in the past. And the warriors they meet intend 
to kill them. 

Can they get back to Alpha or ahead to the Twenty-First Century? Where 
in time and space can they find a safe haven? 


FIGHT FOR LIFE 


Like the Alphans, other forces in the Universe are desperately trying to stay 
alive. On one apparently barren planet, a lifeform disguises itself as gold 
ore in an attempt to seize the Alphan’s water supply for its own. An alien 
spacecraft manned by Dorcans attacks Moon Base Alpha. They want to use 
Maya’s body as a vehicle to perpetuate their own race. When at last, the 
Alphans locate a planet with an Earth-like atmosphere that is suitable for 
colonization, its unseen inhabitant sends them a message that means death... 
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Moon Base Alpha Log—Dec. 25th. 2005 ETA 


“The date on Moon Base Alpha is Christmas, December 25th, 2005. But on 
what ought to be a happy occasion, we are totally unable to celebrate.... 


“Since the moment, eight months ago, when we were ejected from the time 
warp, our instruments have told us that we are approaching the edge of the 
galaxy. For us, trapped on a runaway world, this might as well be the edge 
of our lives.... 


“Beyond the galaxy is nothing but space and emptiness for thousands of 
light-years. It is a barrier that we cannot cross in our lifetimes. There will 
be no worlds in it where we can replenish our life support materials, no 
possible site of landing to build a new Earth, no hope of contact with other 
living beings.... 


“In our desperation we have tried many ways to stop ar halt our headlong 
journey; but we have found no way of altering the Moon’s course. Our last 
chance of survival is to get caught in the orbit of one of the few star worlds 
that remain between us and the deep, although the rate of our progress is 
probably now too fast, and the chance of our passing close enough to one of 
these stars to be influenced by its gravity is less than one in a million... 


“We are faced with no alternative but to prepare, instead, for the worst. We 
have taken every opportunity to stock ourselves with the raw materiais 
which we shall require to keep us alive. Our surveyor craft, Eagle Four, is 
out now on a reconnaissance, checking one of the last remaining worlds... 
one of the last remaining hopes for us.... 


“We are on the edge of the infinite... 


“We are travelling where, most likely, no other men will ever follow. We are 
determined to stay alive as long as we can...” 


Dr. H. Russell, 
Chief Medical Officer, 
Moon Base Alpha. 


CHAPTER 
ONE 


A boiling, seething sphere of brown cloud hung in space. 

To the Alphans watching it on the section screen in the pilot’s cockpit of 
Eagle Ship Four, the cloud seemed to lie almost in the trajectory of their 
runaway Moon Base, but in actual fact it lay more than a million miles from 
the point where the doomed Moon would pass it by. 

Its edges were studded with stars where the celestial bodies glimmered 
through the brown cloud. Elsewhere in the endless vista of space, the stars 
were crammed in all their burning glory, luminous and inaccessible, remote 
and unknown. 

The light of a weak, white sun fell on the cloud. Every so often its rays 
illuminated ghastly patches of the gray and anonymous surface of a planet 
concealed beneath its wild mass. Down there, on the barren, inhospitable 
world, the Alphans’ geological sensors had detected a wealth of vital 
mineral supplies. 

“That’s, some cloud, John,” Alan Carter, the Eagle ship’s pilot 
commented softly to Commander John Koenig who was sitting next to him 
at the flight console. “We’re almost about to hit it.” Australian, fair-haired, 
optimistic and usually cheerful, he leaned forward to study the readings on 
the complex array of dials and meters. He made one or two adjustments to 
the controls, slowly turing the Eagle ship around. Its blazing descent 
nozzles began thrusting toward the planet, fighting the severe tug of the 
barren world’s 2 G gravity, reducing their staggering interplanetary velocity 
to a more manageable level. 

“T almost forgot what clouds look like.” Koenig smiled casually as he 
braced himself to accept the strain. Shrewd, swarthy, he jabbed at a 
communicator button, connecting himself with the ship’s laboratory section. 
“Burn plus ten seconds. Full thrust developed any moment. Keep to your 
Seats.” 


The craft shuddered and shook under the force of its thundering engines. 
Once correctly oriented and stabilized, its full power was unleashed and 
gradually it slowed, screaming, trembling and descending through the 
burning layers of the planet’s murky atmosphere. 

Beneath the cloud layer the planet was in gloom—a pale twilight 
erupting every so often into brilliance whenever the clouds rolled back and 
the bright sunlight streamed through. 

The ground was clinkered and gray, cratered and pockmarked from the 
explosions of giant volcanoes in its past history. It seemed a dead and 
waterless world. 

The Eagle touched down, melting the ground with its rockets, settling on 
its pads. 

It shuddered once more and fell still. Its engines died. 

In the intense silence it took a few moments for the crew to adjust to the 
gravitational effects. Then they began unstrapping and hauling themselves 
out of their cushioned seats. They staggered around on their feet like lumps 
of lead, resisting the urge to lie down once more. 

Maya, the psychomolecular phenomenon and Moon Base Scientific 
Officer, returned to her instrument console inside the surveyor Eagle’s small 
laboratory. Coolly, deliberately, and beautifully she activated the 
geoscanner and life sensors. She was watched intently by geologist Dave 
Reilly not because he was overseeing her work, which was uncriticizable, 
but because he was trying to figure out how such a glamorous redhead came 
to be occupying her thoughts with laboratory hardware. 

He was a lean, solidly built man around forty, with a rugged, weather- 
beaten face. Refusing to wear a uniform, he wore instead a khaki-colored 
nylon shirt and a pair of creased and soiled trousers. Around his waist he 
wore a wide belt to which was attached an assortment of rock sampling 
tools and equipment pouches. 

“We now have close visual contact,” Maya reported to Tony Verdeschi, 
the dark-haired Italian Security Chief, and his neighbor Dr. Helena Russell, 
the Moon Base Medical Officer. Both of them were on emergency standby 
and still seated. She pointedly ignored Reilly, who grinned lustily and 
crudely at her. 

“The closer the better!” the geologist guffawed, bringing a frozen look to 
Helena Russell’s face and a stab of rage to Verdeschi’s. 


The Psychon woman pretended not to have heard him, and said, “Too 
close too quickly could be dangerous.” 

“Definitely!” Reilly agreed, his grin cracking into a broad smile as he 
placed both his arms on the console and brought his rough but not 
unhandsome face into close proximity with hers. He attempted to kiss her, 
but she turned quickly away and commenced taking readings from the life 
sensor. 

Unseen by Reilly, Helena placed her arm on Verdeschi’s in an attempt to 
calm the Italian down. “She’s a big girl, Tony,” she reminded him. 

He nodded sourly. “But loudmouth Romeos aren’t in her experience.” 

Helena smiled reassuringly. “She’s a quick learner.” 

He was debating whether to make more of it when Koenig’s voice came 
over the laboratory monitor from the pilot section. The Commander’s face 
smiled good-humoredly at them. “What have you got for us, Maya?” 

“Geophysical scan confirms presence of large deposits of milgonite,” 
Maya told him. “Our initial spectroscopic analysis was correct. Looks like 
we can now make the parts Moon Base Alpha was running out of.” 

Koenig nodded, pleased with the confirmation. He proceeded with his 
routine rundown. “Life signs?” 

She looked at the print-outs that were only just beginning to chatter out 
and frowned. “Some kind of life form is registering... minimal and 
unidentifiable.” 

“Life? In that desert?” Reilly entreated incredulously. He peered at the 
circular screen on the geoscan and saw the dim outlines of a large, Verruca- 
like crater lying next to their ship. “I’ll lay a wager there’s not a monkey’s 
gobful of spit on the whole place.” 

Koenig looked slightly uncomfortable for the first time as he continued, 
“Atmosphere?” 

“Oxygen, nitrogen, inert gases, hydrogen... breathable,” she announced. 

Koenig shook his head. “Even more puzzling.” They watched his head 
turn off-screen and heard his cautious question to Carter. “How much time 
do we have before Alpha is out of range?” 

There was a slight pause, then Carter’s voice. “Three hours... plus a 
couple of minutes.” 

Koenig nade a snap decision. “Reduce to minimum power to conserve 
energy.” His face reappeared on their screen. “Stand by. I’m coming 


through—and we’re going out.” The screen went dead. 

Helena and Verdeschi began unstrapping and dragging themselves 
upright in the twice-normal gravity. Reilly loped across the room to the 
equipment lockers and opened one of thwm. Inside was his space suit and 
other gear. He pulled out a case and a Stetson ten-gallon hat, slammed the 
door shut, and turned around. He noticed Maya staring curiously at him. 

“My lucky hat,” he grinned, securing it on his head. “You never saw one 
of these before, huh, Maya?” She shook her head. 

“That’s the trouble with your planet,” he went on. “It never had the 
wonderful State of Texas.” 

“Or an Irish cowboy,” Verdeschi put in sourly, moving threateningly 
toward him. 

The two men faced one another, the one angry, the other shrugging in 
mock amazement at his colleague’s reaction. Once more their feud was 
broken, this time by Koenig wallking slowly and with effort into the room, 
trailed by an equally sluggish, complaining Carter. 

“We’ve got about three hours,” Koenig told them all. 

“Commander, in three hours we ought to collect enough milgonite to last 
Alpha indefinitely!” Reilly pronounced. 

Koenig nodded and turned to Maya. “Program the timer for three hours.” 

Maya’s slender, manicured fingers flashed out over a row of keys in front 
of her. Instantly, a high-pitched electronic bleep signal came over the air. 
After bleeping three times, a neutral, toneless voice sounded. It was the 
onboard computer, its countdown already under way. 

“Minus three hours to lift-off,” it told them emotionlessly. 

Koenig glanced at Carter, then made his way toward the heavy inner door 
of the airlock. “What are we waiting for? Let’s check out that life form. 
Helena, you stay here.” 

The doctor gaped protestingly. “John, I should go with you... there could 
be environmental hazards...” 

“Somebody has to mind the store.” He smiled at her disarmingly. The 
doors swung smoothly open, and he stepped inside. 

She glared with a mixture of annoyance and alarm at the backs of the 
Alphans as they filed inside the airlock chamber, hefting their equipment 
behind them. 


The landscape was dark under the heavy weight of cloud. The air was clear 
and warm—almost sweltering, forcing thern to take off their jackets and 
long for the air-conditioning of the Eagle. 

They moved laboriously along in a loose group, scanning the dim terrain 
with their specialized instruments for signs of the precious minerals they 
were after. The ground was rermarkably smooth, covered with a fine layer 
of crystallized granules that glimmered weakly in the wan light. Overhead 
the clouds boiled in a brown, endless turbulence, heavy with water, yet 
releasing none of the fluid that the parched and dehydrated land below so 
desperately needed. 

Every so often, in the distance, beams of yellow sunlight appeared, 
stalking through the gloom like the legs of giant creatures. Briefly, the 
cloud formations directly above them parted and they were bathed in the 
hot, yellow light. They noticed with surprise that the ground wasn’t gray— 
it was yellow. It was butter-yellow, and the crystals blinded them with a 
fierce, golden intensity. 

In the momentary illumination they noticed several large, golden 
boulders scattered on the surface. 

At sight of them, Reilly halted, as though struck. He raised his heavy hat 
from his head and mopped the sweat from his brow with a red-and-white 
polkadot handkerchief. 

“Well, Dll be blown to pieces!” he exclaimed incredulously. 
“Milgonite!... and just sitting on the desert. No need to blast it out!” 

He strode painfully toward it, for the moment oblivious of the aching, 
overworked limbs that supported him. “That’s a beaut, isn’t it? Say hello to 
Big Dave.” 

Koenig moved toward him. “If I can break up the romance between you 
and the rock...” 

Reilly grinned good-naturedly at him. “Rocks understand me, 
Commander. None of my wives ever did, but rocks do. But I get the 
message.” He unclipped a miniature hand scanner from a holster in his belt. 
Pointing it at his arm he squeezed the control trigger, nodding with 
satisfaction when it emitted a flat, constant oscillation. He aimed it at the 
rock, now gray and plunged in gloom once more as the clouds above rolled 
back into place. The scanner emitted a similar, but higher-pitched, note. 
Again he nodded. He brought the butt of the scanner close to his face. 


Squinting through the dimness he altered one of its dials to read 
“milgonite,” then turned it once more to the rock. 

“Get ready to dig for gold, folks.” 

He squeezed the trigger. This time there was no oscillation. His confident 
expression turned to one of bafflement. 

“What is it, Dave?” Maya stepped forward in alarm. 

Reilly straightened up. “No milgonite. But it’s got to be milgonite....” He 
peered through the gloom at the rising rock face of the crater lip that lay not 
far away. “This must be a source of milgonite energy for this gold glow....” 

“How about bringing a sample to the Eagle for computer analysis?” 
Koenig asked. 

“Yeah...” Reilly agreed reluctantly, still puzzled and becoming frustrated. 
He was no fool. He knew milgonite when he saw it. He played around with 
the scanner and tested it again against his hand. It was functioning perfectly. 

Shaking his head, he reholstered it and withdrew his laser gun instead. 
He aimed it at the rock and fired. 

A thin lance of light sprang from the gun’s nozzle and burned into the 
rock. The sudden heat caused the rock to fracture and a piece to crack off. 
Stooping down, he gathered the chipping and examined it minutely. 

“Something’s off balance,” he commented after a moment. He transferred 
the fragment to his other hand and help up his fingers. They were coated 
with a dark, oily substance which looked as though it had leaked out of the 
rock. 

“Let’s find out how off balance,” Koenig urged, worriedly. He began 
leading them back to the ship. Reilly might be an overbearing irritation at 
times, he thought, but the man knew his geology. If he thought something 
was wrong, then the puzzle had to be solved before they could proceed any 
further—and solved fast. 

They were relieved to step back to the light and the coolness of the Eagle. 
Helena looked surprised to see them returning so soon. She stuck her hands 
on her slim hips and started to say so, then noticed the sample in Reilly’s 
hands. She backed hastily out of their way to let them through to the 
workbench. She had been about to diagnose milgonite when she noticed 
that the strange rock was far more golden than milgonite ore. It was 
gleaming as though melting. It had spread all over the geologist’s hands, 
coating them in a bright leafing of gold. 


“Under the petroscope with it.” Reilly dropped the sample rather than 
placed it on the bench while he pulled out the observation instrument. He 
plugged the petroscope cables into the computer inputs on the console and 
placed the sample beneath the tube. Watched tensely by the others, he began 
analyzing it, looking for a response on the monitor. A straight, unwavering 
line ran across the oscilloscope screen. There was no registration at all. 

“Computer negative...” Koenig remarked disbelievingly. “That’s 
impossible... every rock has at least some form of response.” 

“1 don’t buy it.” Reilly shook his head again. He looked absolutely 
stumped. 

They were still wondering about the phenomenon when a startled cry 
came from Helena. 

“There’s no sign of life forms now.” Farthest from the group clustered 
around the bench, she had been keeping a watchful eye on the life sensor at 
Maya’s console. It had stopped registering. Though obviously working, its 
screen, too, was now devoid of activity. 

An eerie feeling crept up on them as they found themselves reaching the 
unavoidable conclusion that in some way, somehow, the rock under the 
petroscope was alive. Or rather, it had been alive. Now it appeared that it 
was dead. 

It was a feeling they all had but hadn’t voiced. 

Nervously, Verdeschi pushed his way through the group toward the 
petroscope. “Stand back,” he ordered. 

They did as he ordered, except for Reilly, who wouldn’t leave his 
experiment. “What are you going to do?” he asked. 

“Look at it,” the Security Chief replied grimly. He bent over the optical 
eyepiece of the instrument before the geologist could stop him. For an 
instant the Italian Security Chief looked like any other person who was 
conducting a microscopic examination. Then, abruptly, an orange tongue of 
light seemed to lick out 6f the eyepiece. As they watched, horrified, the 
vivid light engulfed his head and then his body. His entire form was 
surrounded by the pulsating orange aura. Unable to draw his eye away from 
the instrument, he was frozen in one position. He screamed in agony as the 
light reached an intense, blinding peak. Then it died away and released the 
Italian’s body from its hold. He slid heavily to a crumpled, inert heap on the 
floor. 


“Tony!” Koenig sprang forward. 

Helena was by his side instantly and knelt down to examine the prove 
body on the floor. She rolled up Verdeschi’s eyelids, which had closed, to 
examine his eyes, then, trembling, took his pulse. 

She looked up in desperation at the grave circle of faces surrounding her. 

“He’s dead.” 


CHAPTER 
TWO 


The deadening weight of their bodies grew more unbearable in the sudden, 
shocked silence. 

Indifferent to their feelings, the toneless vGice of the computer reminded 
them of their deadline: “Minus two hours forty-five minutes to lift-off.” 

On its stand beneath the petroscope, the strange killer rock glowed a 
steady, sullen yellow. 

“Get that out of here!” Koenig exploded as he helped carry the lifeless 
Security Chief to the emergency sick bed. 

Carter went to do his bidding while Helena hooked up Verdeschi to the 
medicai monitor. She examined his body in vain for any sign of life. She 
switched on the various circuits, tears streaming down her face. By her side 
Maya assisted in whatever way she could, cradling the motionless man’s 
head. Her normally cool countenance was broken and she, too, was 
weeping openly and unashamedly while Reilly looked on, white-faced. 

“John... I’m getting brain wave reaction!” Helena gasped with sudden 
hope. The monitors had flickered to life and were now registering very 
weak, very tenuous, life signals. “The brain waves appear normal... his 
temperature is down only one degree!” 

“You said he wasn’t breathing,” Koenig said almost accusingly, “that he 
had a cardiac arrest.” He leaned over the bed to study the dials with her. 

“He did.” She sounded puzzled. “But I find no impairments of internal 
organs. all functions normal, except the heart. I don’t understand he’s still 
alive.” 

She acted quickly, increasing current through the stimulation electrodes 
attached to both sides of Verdeschi’s chest. His body abruptly shook and 
trembled with nervous spasms, arching upwards alarmingly and then 
flopping down again, exhausted. 

“This may shock his heart back,” Helena explained in taut, clipped words 
to the startled onlookers. 


“Tt might destroy the rest of him!” Koenig exclaimed in horror, backing 
away from the threshing body. 

“I’ve got to risk that!” Helena defended herself hotly. She kept her eyes 
trained on the heart-monitoring screen. The continuous white band running 
across the screen was soon interrupted by a small blip of light. She turned 
down the power and watched as the blip repeatedly traced an irregular 
pattern across the screen. It became stable, gradually forming itself into a 
regular pattern, and the faces gathered round the bed tensed with hope. But 
then the pattern broke up again and the continuous white band reappeared. 

Helena turned away dejectedly. “No use.” She shook her head with 
frustration. 

“But he began to respond—” Koenig shouted, rising to his feet and 
appealing to her. 

“!’m only a doctor, John—not a miracle worker! I can cope with the 
known... the unknown sends any doctor back into the Dark Ages. I daren’t 
give him more electric shock therapy, and there just isn’t anything else to 
do!” 

Maya had lifted her head and was gazing imploringly at the instrument 
console above Verdeschi’s head. “Tony’s brain is still functioning, 
Helena...” 

The doctor nodded, almost sarcastically. “One of the mysteries of Life, 
Maya.” 

“Minus two hours, thirty minutes to lift-off,” the computer’s inane voice 
sounded again. They snapped back to sudden reality. 

“T told you to get rid of that rock!” Koenig spun angrily on Carter. Like 
everyone else, the Eagle pilot had been affected by the bedside drama, and 
he hadn’t removed the ore. 

Helena stepped suddenly forward. “You can’t, John!” 

Koenig looked astounded. “You saw what it did to Tony!” 

“Tf there’s a cure, it’s in the rock,” she replied. “That I do know.” 

“Tf there’s a cure for Tony, you’ll find it back at the hospital at Alpha!” 

“It’s here, John, I know it.” She had moved closer to the rock and seemed 
adamant. “Call it doctor’s instinct.” 

Koenig looked darkly at her. He couldn’t take chances. Every sign so far 
indicated that keeping the rock on board was taking a big chance. On the 
other hand, he couldn’t discount her trained and specialist judgment. 


“Okay,” he capitulated with mixed emotions. He turned to face all of 
them. “But from here on, nobody goes near that petroscope. Nobody 
touches it—nobody looks in it.” 

He was distracted by Reilly, who was in the process of lifting his kit of 
instruments. Still wearing his rancher’s hat, the geologist began making his 
way to the airlock. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” Koenig asked heatedly. 

“Out,” the other informed him. He indicated the planet’s exterior with a 
vague sweep of his arm. “Out there to find what I came looking for.” 

“We have bigger problems right now,” Koenig told him. 

“IT know. I wish I could help, but you’re the Commander. I can’t do your 
job. I’m the geologist and you can’t do my job.” He paused, regarding them 
gravely. “Alpha needs that milgonite.” He turned away and reached out his 
arm to operate the airlock, then paused. Again he turned around. This time 
he fixed his eyes on Maya. They were warm, moist eyes set in a tough, 
rough face and showed the only emotion his kind of character was able to 
express. “Maya... I’m sorry he’s dead.” 

He hauled himself and his case back to the door. This time he opened it 
and stepped inside. 

Koenig followed him with a stony gaze before grudgingly nodding 
assent. Intently he turned back to face Verdeschi’s prone form. Helena had 
returned to the Alphan’s bedside and was encircling it, touching and feeling 
the electrode connections to make sure that they were attached correetly to 
his skin. 

“Isn’t there any way of reaching him?” Maya implored her. A new, 
desperate look was starting to appear on her face. 

“His brain is still alive... somehow,” Helena said, preoccupied. “There’s 
that hope....” She stopped what she was doing and looked anxiously at the 
rock. “All we can do if we aren’t allowed to touch the rock is wait to see 
what develops.” 

But that wasn’t enough for the Psychon. She rose from the bedside, 
wearing a resolute expression. “No! I’m not waiting while he dies!” she told 
them fiercely. “If that rock is alive, then I’m going to talk to it!” 

Before they could stop her she staggered crazily out of the open airlock. 


The parent rock glinted scintillatingly in a brief burst of overhead sunlight 
before being plunged once more sinto the oppressive gloom of the deserta 

Strewn about it on the sand-like particles, the various bits and pieces of 
Reilly’s equipment were lying abandoned, the long rod of the auto-analyzer 
connected by spirals of wire to the small portable computer, cutters, 
calipers, and other implements. 

“Cussed thing!” the geologist muttered under his breath as he, Koenig, 
and Carter watched Maya start her transformation. He was in a bad mood, 
all his training being contradicted by the events that had taken place on this 
upside-down planet. The rock looked like milgonite. It breathed milgonite 
and it smelled like milgonite. It was milgonite—yet the auto-analyzer had 
analyzed quartz... orthoclase... homblade... augite... clivine... feldspar. 
Everything but milgonite. Now he was being shown up by a woman who 
was going to pretend to talk to it. A woman whom he felt strongly for, come 
to think of it. 

“Tt could be very dangerous, Maya,” Koenig told her from the darkness. 

“Then why let her do it?” Reilly turned angrily to face him. 

Koenig glared at the geologist. “There’s no other way.” 

“Because you can’t think of any—’” the other replied truculently. 

“Got any suggestions?” Koenig growled. 

“Not off the top of my head.” 

“Then why don’t you give your mouth a rest?” Carter butted in. 

“Look—’” Reilly began, moving aggressively toward the Eagle pilot. But 
he was pulled up by the irate Commander. 

“Discussion ended,” Koenig pronounced harshly. “Maya?” He spun 
around 

A bright light had burst and died at their side during the argument. Her 
transformation complete, Maya had now become the rock, her ingenious 
molecules with their unique ability of bio-mimicry copying the rock’s 
structure down to its smallest detail. Where there was once one there were 
now two identical rocks. 


Inside the small Eagle laboratory Helena waited for them to return. Once 
again she had been left on her own, logically, as she was the doctor and 
doctors had to stay by their patients. But this patient—she looked once 


more at the motionless, stiff form of Verdeschi poking through the blankets 
—was untreatable. There was nothing more she could do to help him. 
Koenig had been wrong. Verdeschi would be untreatable anywhere—even 
on Moon Base Alpha. They just didn’t have the understanding to cope with 
him. 

She gradually became aware once again of the room and the hostile rock 
fragment—her closeness to it and to the dead man, if he was dead. She felt 
an irrational fear consuming her and she longed for Koenig to return. 

The laboratory lights were bright. Abruptly they seemed to flicker, to 
grow brighter, and she knew intuitively that the rock had begun to glow. 
She turned to it and watched it pulsate goldenly on its stand under the 
petroscope. It glowed with a ferocious intensity, dazzling with its malign 
brilliance. As it glowed she became aware of a high-pitched electronic note 
emanating out of nowhere. She looked around, terrified, but could find no 
source for it. The note grew in pitch until it reached an earsplitting peak and 
then levelled out. 

From the corner of her eye she noticed Verdeschi stirring. Aghast, she 
watched his body, still pasty-white and rigid, levering itself into a sitting 
position. The high-pitched note faded away, its grisly job done, and the 
cadaver-like Security Chief stepped out of bed and walked woodenly 
toward her. His eyes were glazed like marble and stared straight ahead. In 
his dead hands he held his comlock and his laser gun. 

“Tony!” she gasped. 

He moved stifily past her toward the airlock door. The rock still flickered 
brightly. His white face was caught in the illumination, and he seemed to be 
made of solid gold. The door opened magically in front of him, and he 
walked through. After a short pause to give the outer door time to open, he 
stepped out. 

“Tony!” she yelled at him, forgetting her fear and thinking now only of 
the safety of Koenig and the others. She ran forward to the door but it 
closed on its own before she reached it. 

Desperatcly she withdrew her comlock and fired at it, but it still would 
not open. She hammered on the controis. 

She ran back to the communications panel and stabbed at the buttons. 
The screens were dead. The ship’s electrics seemed to have been blocked— 


or rather a part of them had, for the medical computer now began to show a 
sudden burst of hyperactivity. 

Helpless and confused, she turned to her comlock once more and 
punched out Koenig’s wavelength. With great relief she saw his reassuring 
face appear on its tiny screen. As she blurted out her warning to him, the 
golden rock glowed again. The laboratory filled with its triumphant golden 
rays striking out toward her in her prison. 


Koenig listened grimly to the message. For a wonderful moment he thought 
Verdeschi had come back to life. Then he learned under what circumstanccs 
the resurrection had taken place. He ordered Reilly and Carter to lie down 
on the sand out of view. He lay down himself. Together they peered through 
the gloom toward where the Eagle ship sat, trying to detect the approaching 
zombie before it detected them. 

The communion between Maya and the parent rock was still taking 
place, and the two rocks were alternately glowing, exchanging their 
thoughts. He glanced anxiously at them, wishing that they would hurry up 
so that if any trouble occurred, Maya would be in a less vulnerable position 
to deal with it. 

Soon, they were able to make out the sluggish form of Verdeschi. It was 
moving toward them, its body jerking involuntarily as the power that 
guided it tried to keep it upright in the heavy gravity conditions. They could 
not tell whether Verdeschi was aware of his predicament or not. 

Reilly drew his laser, but Koenig motioned to him angrily to put it away. 
They watched as the zombie approached. Instead of confronting them, it 
tottered past, its gun and comlock dangling from its arm, its blank eyes 
staring sightlessly ahead. 

It came to the two flashing rocks and halted. A groan of pain escaped its 
lips. With an abrupt, piston-like movement, its arm shot out and pointed the 
laser at the parent rock. There was a sudden, blinding flash of light as the 
gun fired and another large chip of the rock cracked off. Dutifully, it 
dropped down on one knee and gathered the fragment; then with a sudden 
exhalation of breath it forced itself back on its feet. It looked around as 
though bewildered. Still clutching the fragment, it set blindly off back to the 
ship, moaning and staggering through the dark. 


The raging, swirling ceiling of cloud bulged thickly downward, almost 
enveloping them with its clammy foulness. The brown twilight turned 
almost black, and the three Alphans clambered to their feet in alarm. 

A dark form loomed toward them. 

“Maya!” Koenig gasped. 

The cloud reverted to its usual consistency, and the wan half-light 
returned. They could see that only the parent rock remained. It was dull and 
listless. The Psychon woman had reverted back to her usual form and was 
standing next to them. Her face looked serious. 

“Tt’s friendly,” she said. “It intends us no harm.” 

“Then why?” Koenig asked, confounded. 

“Self-preservation. It’s been slowly weakening for months. If it does not 
get another energy source soon, it will die.” 

“What is its energy source?” 

“Water.” 

“But there’s no water here!” Reilly cut in. 

Maya nodded gravely. “It reached out to us... to take it to water.” 

Koenig was exasperated. “But it didn’t have to commandeer our Eagle. 
We could have helped it... taken it to a planet with water...” He stared 
angrily at the parent rock and the other rocks not far away. But the rocks did 
not, could not, reply. They looked inert and mute, like the dead, inorganic 
minerais they seemed to be. It was absurd. 

He remembered Helena. 

Urgently he raised his comlock and called her. Her pensive features 
appeared on the screen. “We’re tailing Verdeschi,” he explained. “We’ll try 
to get in to you when he returns that’s if he’s returning to the ship.” 

He snapped the set off and began to lead the way, back, squinting through 
the gloom for a sign of the afflicted Security Chief. Their bodies ached with 
the constant drag of the planet. They sweated in the dry air and their throats 
rasped for water. There was almost no breeze, despite the raging torrents of 
cloud above. They stumbled on, eventually catching sight of the grounded 
Eagle. 

They were in time to see a bright rectangle of yellow light spill out of the 
laboratory section. They saw the stark outline of a man silhouetted against it 
for a moment. Then the light disappeared in the dimness. 


“What the...?” Koenig exclaimed, reaching again for his comlock. But 
Helena had already realized that Verdeschi had entered alone, and the 
communicator began bleeping madly before he had even touched it. 

“T know!” he told her frightened face when it appeared on the screen. 
“He was so slow. how did he manage to...” 

“Please don’t, Tony.. don’t...” he heard her plaintive pleading voice 
speaking off-screen to the zombie. “John!” she spoke to him again, 
urgently. “He’s not interested in me... he’s put the new rock next to the old 
one. Tony, do you hear me?” 

“What’s he doing now?” Koenig asked sharply. 

“He’s... he’s returning to his bed, he’s lying down.” She sounded 
surprised. 

“Try to open the doors,” Koenig urged. 

There was a moment’s pause while her face vanished off-screen. A 
moment later she returned. “I can’t. The electrics still won’t work.” There 
was another worried pause, then: “The rock! The one Tony brought in... it’s 
fusing into... they’re both fusing together!” 

“Don’t go near it!” Koenig gasped in warning. “I’m going to try to get 

in.” 
They had reached the Eagle’s airlock, out of breath and almost collapsing 
from the exertion. Fumbling, Koenig cut Helena’s link and punched out the 
correct code for opening the heavy door. Holding the comlock at arm’s 
length, he fired it. 

To their bewilderment the door responded. It swung evenly down and 
lowered the landing steps toward them. 

They staggered up the steps and burst through the open inner airlock 
doors into the bright interior. Helena ran forward in relief to greet them. She 
looked white and shaken from her ordeal. 

But the laboratory itself looked almost the same as when they had left it. 
The figure of Verdcschi still lay on the medical couch. None of the contents 
in the room had been rearranged. Only the rock had altered. It had grown. It 
was now twice its original size and it was shining with a far greater 
brilliance. 

Koenig moved numbly forward across the room toward the motionless 
Verdeschi. He examined the cold, pallid features and the expressionless 


eyes staring at the ceiling. He turned to Helena. “You said he had come 
alive...?” 

The doctor looked at a loss. Distraughtly she joined him at the bedside 
and began reattaching the electrodes to her patient’s body. “He was still is... 
but back in the same state,” she told him. 

The wildly flashing monitors on the medicai console above Verdeschi’s 
head quietened down. The brain readings returned to normal. The cardiac 
readings became nonexistent. 

“What do you make of it?” Maya asked her, her distress mounting again. 

Helena shook her head. “It’s beyond me. By all that I know, Tony should 
be dead. But...” She stared strangely at them. “There is a way, a crazy non- 
medical way it could be explained. It seems as though there are somehow 
two Tonys—one a spirit of Tony, or inner essence; the other, a physical 
Tony... both living inside the same body...” 

They were interrupted again by the onboard computer. This time it was 
not to inform them of the countdown. 

“Computer reporting... losing control of ship’s systems,” it said in its 
clipped, neutral, almost casual tone of voice. 

They started in alarm. Koenig and Carter tore heavily into the pilot 
section and flung themselves into their seats. They began activating the 
controls. 

“No response,” Carter reported grimly. 

“Switch to manual.” 

They tried again, but there was still no response. 

“All systems dead.” Koenig hit the vital communicator buttons that kept 
them in link with Moon Base Alpha. The screen on which they would 
normally have seen the friendly faces of Yasko and Sahn, Bill Frazer and 
Sandra Benes, was dead. 

“Eagle Four to Moon Base Alpha—come in, Moon Base Alpha. Eagle 
Four to Moon Base...” 

But there was no response. 

Out of the frozen silence came the electronic bleep of the onboard 
computer again. 

“Minus one hour, forty-five minutes to lift-off.” 

They had one hour and forty-five minutes in which to regain their power 
—before Moon Base Alpha and the runaway Moon on which it was 


installed hurtled ever onward, out of range of their fuel tanks. 


The deceptive rock glowed and flashed with power and life. Its strange 
molecules hummed with new Vitality—a life urge born of hope—as it 
weighed up its new circumstances. 

For hundreds of years it had existed on a dry, barren globe of matter, 
conserving water supplies, ekeing out its life to the last. The main bulk of 
its stony body had been allowed to crumble away to dust. The waning life 
force had been concentrated in a few scattered telepathically linked 
outcrops of rock around the planet. It had clung to life in grim desperation, 
refusing to die, hoping for the infinitesimal chance to survive—that one day 
the rolling brown clouds above would release their water, or that visitors 
from another world would provide it with new hope. 

Miraculously, that chance had occurred. On a runaway Moon, on a 
trajectory brought about by random, unpredictable forces, an alien life form 
had been brought into its proximity. 

The chance of the Alphans’ arrival was one in a million. Now it had only 
to work out the best way of securing itself a new lease on life. But its 
complex, unknown physiology was close to death and it could not afford to 
be either sentimental or ineffectual. Whatever steps it took had to be taken 
ruthlessly. They had to be final and irreversible. 

Maya stared compassionately at it, realizing its dilemma. She had 
encountered it face to face, as it were. She had talked to it in its own tongue. 
In that fleeting moment of communication it had stated its case, and she had 
experienced its longing and grief. But with equal strength of feeling she 
knew that its cold radiations could kill them all, so she could not side with 
It. 

“Tt fouled up the computer and brainwashed it into believing milgonite 
was here,” she informed the stricken Alphans who were gathered around 
the Security Chief’s bed. “Its energy took over Tony’s spirit body, using 
him, to slice off that other piece of rock from its parent body and increase 
its size and power.” 

“T think I’m beginning to get the scene—” Reilly interrupted, removing 
his hat and scratching his head. “This rock could have been dropped here 
out of space fifty thousand years ago... maybe more, the fallout from a 


cosmic storm, who knows? It needed water to survive and over the 
centuries drained this planet dry... drop by drop. And you know what? I 
may be a dumb geologist, but this much I know: if we travel with that rock 
in the Eagle, we’re committing suicide.” He smiled morbidly at each of 
them in tum. “The human body is mostly water...” 

They shuddered at the horrid suggestion. Koenig lifted himself restlessly 
to his feet and began moving his overworked and strained body again, 
pacing heavily about the floor. “Didn’t it say what it wanted us to do... or 
what it was going to do to us?” he asked Maya. 

The Psychon shook her head. “Obviously it wouldn’t...” 

He clenched his jaws. “Then, save for life support and lighting we’re 
gonners. The ship’s systems are dead.” He paused. “There’s nothing we can 
do—except one thing.” He turned suddenly to face them. 

“It’s too dangerous to keep that rock—that creature—in the Eagle any 
longer.” He looked at Helena. “I’m sorry, but we’ll just have to work on the 
problem of communicating with it and saving Tony outside the ship.” He 
turned and moved toward the gleaming mass on the workbench. 

“No! Leave it alone, John!” Helena cried out, rising to her feet. “It could 
kill you!” 

Before she could reach the determined Commander, a ray of intense, blue 
light sprang from the rock and struck him in the chest. As with the orange 
light that had consumed Verdeschi, this one engulfed Koenig. They watched 
in horror as he staggered to his knees on the floor and let out a sharp cry of 
pain. Unlike the other ray, this one did not render its victim unconscious. 

The blue light cut out. 

“T’m all right... I think,” Koenig gasped as Helena and Carter supported 
him. He managed a wry smile. “Obviously my heart’s still beating.” 

They helped him to his feet, still gasping and choking. Helena took his 
pulse and nodded. Anxiously she felt his cheek with the back of her hand. 

“The rock hit with a blue light, not an orange one,” she observed. “It 
paralyzed him. Then...” She hesitated as a chilling thought struck her. 
“What color kills?” 

They had no time to try to reply to her question. As though angered and 
prodded into action by their attempts to remove it, the rock began glowing 
fiercely bright again. It throbbed with unguessable power, causing them all 
to look toward it in fear. 


Gradually they realized why. 

It was sucking out their air. With its telekinetic control of the ship’s 
systems it was activating the life-giving atmosphere pumps, reversing the 
flow of the pump’s mechanisms. 

It had decided to kill them. 

Now they all began gasping and wheezing, trying to draw in small 
amounts of the air before it was totally evacuated. Koenig staggered to the 
airlock and tried to activate it. This time the inner door worked and pulled 
slowly apart, but he was already too far gone to appreciate the good fortune 
of this fact. As the others stumbled drunkenly inside the chamber he 
frantically tackled the outer door, trying to let in some of the precious air 
from outside. But it wouldn’t function. The second door, the most vital, 
remained inoperable. 

With numbed, reeling senses he beat at the controls before sliding down 
into blackness. Behind him the other Alphans collapsed also. 

Inside the Eagle ship, Helena was riveted to the floor, unable to move, 
her face a frozen mask of horror. She was enveloped in a cold, lurid ray of 
green light which lanced out authoritatively from the glowing rock, 
preventing her from following the others. 

Somehow, she alone was able to breathe. Her senses were unharmed, and 
she watched from her green prison in anguish as the inner airlock door 
closed on her friends, effectively sealing them off. 


CHAPTER 
THREE 


Out of the darkness came glimmers of light and beingness once more, 
spurring his body back into awareness. 

Koenig awoke in the airlock, in the warm, dry draught of the planet’s air. 
The eternal dimness seeped in from the open outer airlock door, reminding 
him of the unpleasant events which had occurred. 

So the door had eventually opened, saving them. He looked behind him, 
beyond the gradually reviving heap of the other Alphans. The inner door 
had closed. But... why? 

He struggled to his feet and stumbled down the landing steps to the 
desert. The figures of Reilly, Carter, and Maya jumped down beside him. 

“Helena? She’s Inside...!”’ he heard himself declaring numbly. 
Laboriously he climbed back up the steps and began trying to activate the 
inner door, without success. He withdrew his laser and fired its white hot 
light at the thick alloy of the door. But he knew that this was next to useless, 
for the door had been designed to withstand the strongest heat. 

Grief-stricken, thinking that she had been unable to leave the ship in time 
and had died, he pulled out his comlock and punched her code. 

“Helena, do you read me?” 

Abruptly, unexpectedly, Helena’s living features flooded on the tiny 
screen and he felt himself almost collapse with relief. 

“Yes, I... read... you... John...” 

She seemed to be under some kind of strain. Then he noticed that she was 
surrounded by a green light. Over the screen it looked tenuous and fragile. 
She was struggling to move forward. 

“Comlock won’t open the door!” she gasped out in one breath. 

“Try the computer again,” Koenig ordered. 

“T can’t get to it...” She stopped struggling, exhausted. 

“Any pain?” he asked in consternation. 

—‘numb... can’t move... no feeling. The light... it’s intensifying....” 


Her face lost resolution as the green light increased in hue. Now he could 
see only a hazy blur of her outline amidst the radiance. 

“Helena!” 

At once the green ray vanished and her image returned clearly again. She 
looked suddenly more relaxed. Her eyes weren’t looking at him. Instead 
they were looking around off-screen and seemed filled with a mixture of 
relief and wonderment. 

“The light has moved away from me... it’s exploring the storage supply 
wall...” 

He realized now that the rock like life form had deliberately forced them 
from the Eagle. It had not wanted to kill them, but, for some reason, it still 
wanted Helena. 

“Go to the pilot section,” he told her sternly. 

“T... I can’t Pm still numb... immobilized...” she protested. Then: “It’s 
fixed itself on the water supply.” 

Koenig turned with exasperation to the others. They had remounted the 
steps again to see if they could help, and they exchanged knowing, helpless 
looks of despair. 

“John...” her voice continued feebly. “The rock has absorbed the water... 
every drop. It just sucked it all out in a great jet and... drank it all. The water 
just shot across the room and into the rock. It’s... growing bigger.” 

They listened grim desperation to her commentary. 

“Helena, we’ll find a way to get in,” Koenig vowed to her harshly as they 
descended the steps again. “We’ll make sure that we burn the rest of that 
rock out of existence.” 

He set out doggedly in the gloom, fighting against the gravity, struggling 
to see what lay ahead. Keeping the comlock in one hand, he withdrew his 
laser again and gripped it tightly in the other. He waved to the others to 
follow. 

They hadn’t got far when Helena began screaming again. He glanced 
hurriedly down at the screen. She was surrounded by the same blue ray that 
had consumed him, and now he knew the grisly reason why she had been 
retained on board Eagle Four. 

It was to keep them from retaliating. 

He moved on regardless, remembering that though the blue ray had hurt, 
it had not killed or damaged him in any way. Her screams grew louder and 


more agonized until he was forced to pull back, unable bear her pain. 
Bitterly, he brought the party to a halt. He turned once more to face the dim 
outline of the Eagle and. stared at it—hating not the ship, but the alien thing 
it contained. 

Instantly, the screaming stopped and Helena’s voice sobbed over the 
comlock. “I’m sorry, John. I couldn’t help it...” 

“Tt’s okay,” he said. “It was me. I couldn’t bear it, either. Helena, for the 
moment it looks like that thing has us beatcn. So all we can do is wait. 
We’ ll wait here. You watch and let us know what’s going on.” 

Her tear-streaked face nodded and looked away offscreen. A moment 
later her voice returned again. She sounded startled. “There’s a yellow light 
now....” 

They drew around Koenig with sudden curiosity, watching the screen 
intently. 

“Tt’s exploring the pilot section... using the reflective surfaces to bounce 
off and get around the comers.” 

“Put something in the way of the pilot section doorway!” Koenig shouted 
at her as sudden illumination hit him. “Keep it from getting its ray in!” 

“T still... can’t move. I’m trying....” she panted. 

He sighed heavily. 

“John, it’s activating the flight controls!” she cried in terror. “I can hear 
it!” 

“For Christ’s sake, try to move!” he yelled at her. 

They moved instinctively backward, away from the Eagle’s engines that 
might at any moment erupt into life and burn them to ash. They realized 
that the rock intended to steal the ship so that it could search for more 
water. As its awful plans became clear, they were gripped by an 
overwhelming feeling of terror. 

The terror of death. The terror of being severed forever from the Moon 
Base. 

There seemed to be no way now of getting back inside Eagle Four. They 
watched the ship’s mighty rockets belch forth their red plumes of power. 
They watched it shudder and shake, then slowly rise into the boiling brown 
cloud. They watched it almost disbelievingly, such was their horror, as 
though the whole incident was no more than a particularly nasty scene from 
a nightmare film. 


No amount of praying or pleading or raging would bring it back, and they 
watched neutrally and numbly. As it ascended in the murky ceiling of 
cloud, they heard Helena’s mindless screaming over the comlock. 

Then, when their senses were at their most wretched and disoriented, the 
ship began to descend. At first they thought it was illusion. The ship grew 
larger. But soon it was impossible to deduce other than that it was 
descending. 

“It’s coming down!” Carter croaked hoarsely in the dry heat. 

“Yes...” Koenig spoke slowly in exaltation. “Now I realize something 
else. Perhaps that rock can’t leave the rest of itself behind!” 

They gathered around him again, their faces shining with fresh hope 
through the gloom. Each looked as though he or she had been brought back 
from the dead. Unexpectedly, it seemed as though they had won another 
round in the struggle of survival between them and the rocky inhabitant of 
the dead world they had landed on. 

When the ship had settled again, sending up clouds of dust and stones 
into the air, Koenig raised his comlock to his lips and spoke into it. “What 
happened in there, Helena?” 

“T don’t know...” she replied, still badly shaken. Her features looked 
deathly-white. “I was almost crippled. Luckily it stopped.” 

“Tt could have becn testing the engines.” Carter offered them a new 
reason. They tensed again. “What about Tony?” Maya asked her. 

“T can’t see much of him. He looks the same. No change.” There was a 
longish pause while they thought about what to say. Then her voice sounded 
urgently. “John, it’s starting to glow brightly again.” 

“Color?” Koenig asked sharply. 

“The yellow light’s starting to come off it again.” 

“Yellow doesn’t inflict pain,” Maya observed. “It seems to denote brain 
activity.” 

“Tt’s taking over the computer....” 

“What’s it reading?” Koenig asked. 

There was silence while, they assumed, she craned her neck around from 
her frozen position in ordcr to study what was going on. “Different star 
charts are flashing on the screen,” she announced at last. 

Reilly grunted. “A hundred to one it’s looking for a place where there’s 
water!” 


“Yeah, it’s facing a deadline—the same as we are,” Koenig said grimly. 
He turned to Carter. “Unfortunately for us, you were right. It was just 
testing the engines a moment ago.” 

“Only problem is, which deadline runs out first?” Carter asked. 

“Does it matter?” Maya put in dejectedly. “It won’t let us in. And it’s got 
to get off this planet soon or it’s going to die.” 

“We know that feeling well,” Carter commented downheartedly. 

After a moment’s grave commiseration Koenig spoke again to Helena. 
“Are the star charts still flashing?” 

“They’ve cut out. The screen is blank.” 

“Helena, then listen. It’s still just a chance that the rock won’t be able to 
take off without the rest of its bits out here. Tony might have to go out and 
do his gathering again. If that happens, the second he leaves the Eagle, alert 
us. Okay?” 

“Okay,” she replied. “What—?” 

“Not now,” Koenig interrupted her. He glanced at the others, his face set 
in a new expression of determination. “Let’s go and see what’s happening to 
the rocks out here... and wait for Tony, if he comes.” 

The boulders glimmered and shone through the claustrophobic darkness 
as they approached. There were three of them, large and half-sunken in the 
sandy granules. They were still energized, perhaps by the strain of the 
recent attempts by their counterparts on board the Eagle to leave them 
behind. Either that, or they were glowing for some quite different reason. 

They were obviously heavy. It would have taken several men or one man 
with a buggy to move them all. Koenig’s hopes faded slightly as he realized 
the colossal task involved. He was debating whether the rock on board the 
Eagle would not just blast off to space once more when Helena made 
another announcement. 

“He’s waking....” 

“Who is?” Koenig called sharply. 

“Tony... and as you said, he’s moving toward the airlock.” 

“Good!” Koenig said with enthusiasm. “Then we have a chance!” 

He listened raptly as Helena told him exactly what Verdeschi was doing. 
“He’s outside. I think he’s taking the buggy. Yes, I can hear the engines 
whining.” 


Koenig nodded. He turned to Carter. “You got that?” The other nodded. 
“We spread out and intercept him... after we know for sure what he’s doing. 
The rock has apparently programmed the onboard computer to respond only 
to Tony’s comlock... so that’s what we’re after.” He motioned to them to 
move off. 

They were soon lost from each other’s sight in the eternal night. As they 
waited, prone on the sand, they prayed silently that the raging clouds above 
would not let in their random customary shafts of light at the wrong 
moment. Perhaps Verdeschi was so heavily controlled that he couldn’t see, 
anyway, but all the same, they couldn’t take any chances. 

They waited for what seemed like an eternity, until eventually, they too 
heard the whining sound of the buggy’s battery-operated engines. Its 
headlights were out and so, Koenig realized thankfully to himself, the 
italian Security Chief wasn’ able to see. 

The three boulders were glowing more weakly now, as whatever power it 
was that had brought them to life began to fail. The buggy with its 
mesmerized occupant stopped by one of them. The semblance that was 
Verdeschi climbed unsteadily out. It began shambling toward the rock, its 
hand, clutching a laser, outstretched toward it. 

“Now!” Koenig shouted, rising to his feet. Carter, Reilly, and Maya 
responded. They stumbled through the gloom, encircling the buggy and the 
sinister figure. They began moving cautiously in, uncertain what to do. 

As though sensing them, it turned, its sightless eyes staring somewhat 
above their heads. Some other unerring sense that it possessed guided it and 
told it where they were positioned. Without ceremony it rotated its dead arm 
and pointed the laser at Koenig. 

Helped by the crippling gravitational pull of the planet, the Commander 
threw himself to the ground just in time to avoid the lance of burning ligbt 
that stabbed through the night above his head. 

Before Verdeschi could fire again, Carter and Reilly both fired their 
weapons. Their beams struck his shape, exploding it with a brilliant ball of 
light. 

They staggered back from the glare, surprised at the intensity of the 
reaction. They had fired only a brief burst at it, yet it was converting into a 
raging energy globe. 


Instead of searing them with its heat, the globe emanated an icy-cold 
radiance that froze them to the core. 

“Tt’s endothermic!” Maya gasped. “It’s sucking in all the heat...” 

“My gun was only set on stun,” Carter jabbered out in fear. 

“Mine, too,” Reilly nodded. 

Koenig struggled to his feet. By the time he had regained them, the globe 
had vanished. In its place, lying on the desert floor, were Verdeschi’s laser 
and comlock. Of Verdeschi himself there was no sign. 

They stumbled forward, awed and terrified. 

Koenig picked up the laser. Reilly retrieved the comlock. At that precise 
moment, having no particular fondness for Verdeschi, the minerologist was 
the most collected of the three. 

Maya looked less grieved than they expected. “Endothermic...” she still 
insisted. “That means that Helena was right. This couldn’t have been Tony 
himself that we killed. No living, corporate man would suck in heat like 
that when he was atomized. That means he must have been an antimatter 
composition of some sort... a psychic projection. But then what’s happened 
to the real Tony...?” Her voice trailed off in a wail as the thought struck her. 
She looked distractedly about her. “I must find Tony....” 

“John!” Helena’s amazed voice burst over the comlock. “Something 
strange... Tony’s body suddenly reappeared where it was!” There was a 
pause, then a sudden shout of joy. “I’ve been released... and Tony’s just had 
a sudden physical life movement! He’s biologically, medically alive!” 

“Come on!” Koenig urged them. “The rock’s grown weaker. Let’s get 
back to the ship with Tony’s comlock before—” He spun sluggishly, wildly 
around, noticing that Reilly had disappcared from the group. He looked at 
each of their hands in turn to see who had the comlock. “Hey!” he cried out. 
“That lunatic’s on his way to do something stupid!” 


Reilly lurched through the dark, his powerful muscles taking him more 
fleetly than the others across the desert toward the Eagle, more able to resist 
the powerful planetary fingers of gravity that were gradually sapping them 
all of their energy. 

He reached the ship and fired the Security Chief’s comlock at its outer 
airlock. The door opened smoothly, outward and downward, its powerful 


hydraulics unaffected by the heavy pull of gravity. 

“Minus one hour, thirty minutes to lift-off,’ the computer’s voice 
announced mechanically as he staggered into the brightly lit laboratory. 

Helena was beside Verdeschi, who was smiling groggily and sitting 
upright. When Reilly entered, they both looked up in alarm but then smiled 
in recognition. 

“Tt’s all right....” Helena rose to greet him. She looked toward the rock 
glowing weakly on the bench. “It seems to be dying....” She noticed his red 
face, the determined expression that he wore. “Where’s John and the 
others?” she asked nervously, glancing behind him at the gaping airlock. He 
ignored her. 

He moved instead toward the rock, laboring with difficulty after his 
herculean sprint. Withdrawing his laser he took aim at it, shakily. 

“No!” Helena and Verdeschi both cried out together. They rose from the 
bed in unison. “It might kill you!” 

Reilly only laughed twistedly. “This little darlin’s had too much rope 
given it. It should’ve been dealt with firmly from the beginning. Now if you 
had a firm Commander, instead of a...” 

The rock began glowing again, golden, cryptic. 

“Dave, it’s only been resting!” Helena screamed out a warning. Too late, 
before the showy geologist could depress the firing button on his gun, a 
yellow ray lanced out at him. It struck his gun arm, electrifying it, sending 
the laser clattering to the floor. Then, remorselessly, it raised itself upward 
and played over his face. 

While they watched in horror, it took hold of his mind and guided him 
toward its source—its golden rock body on the bench. In its mesmeric grip, 
Reilly was as powerless as a big baby. His fingers reached out and grasped 
the blazing rock. Doing as he was directed, he placed it under the 
petroscope. Then, struggling for his life, he was forced to bend down and 
place his eyes over the eyepiece. 

Koenig, Carter, and Maya climbed wearily inside the room, but they were 
too late to be of any use. Before anyone could do anything, the vivid orange 
tongue of light which had converted Verdeschi to a mindless, soulless half- 
being erupted forcibly again from the petroscope, engulfing Reilly’s head 
and throwing him violently, threshing and writhing, to the floor. 


CHAPTER 
FOUR 


The command center on Moon Base Alpha looked half-deserted. Some 
element that was lacking made it look bare and lifeless, devoid of its usual 
happy heart and soul. 

People with glum faces sat behind the consoles, ever checking their 
instruments, ever watchful for the slightest sign that would indicate to them 
that Commander Koenig, Dr. Russell, Maya, Alan Carter, and Dave Reilly 
were still alive. Yasko, originally from Japan, and Sandra Benes from 
Clapham in a place called London, on a planet called Earth... and others. 
Bill Frazer, Eagle pilot, and Dr. Ben Vincent, Helena’s chief medical 
consultant were grouped anxiously around the command console studying 
print-outs. 

There was only one element of joy in their dejection. 

A tiny, weak signal was being received—not from the missing Eagle 
Four but from another sector of the universe entirely. Exactly where it was 
coming from or who or what was sending it was a partial mystery. And it 
was as confusing as it was mysterious. For the signal seemed to be 
emanating from Earth. 

“J don’t get it... and I don’t trust it.” Frazer shook his head. “We’ve been 
tricked so many times by different beings posing as Earthmen... and how 
can Earth communicate with us when we must be millions of light-years 
away from home?” 

“T agree, we’ve been let down too often. It’s too much to expect.” 
Vincent nodded sagely. “Put it over the Big Screen and let the others have a 
go at guessing what it is.” 

“We can’t.” Frazer gestured toward the computer operatives. “They’re 
using the Big Screen to detect the Eagle.” 

The other shrugged. “It won’t hurt just for a moment. Besides, the search 
won’t stop. It'll just mean that it goes on non-visually.” 


“Okay.” Frazer stabbed at a row of communicator buttons on the console 
in front of him. The Big Screen that dominated the Control Room went 
momentarily dead, and a chorus of protests and groans rose from the 
personnel. The picture of stars where Koenig had disappeared blanked out 
and was replaced with another picture of stars, this time from behind the 
Moon, from the direction of its past trajectory. 

“The Commander’s more important than weak signals that could be 
coming from anywhere,” Sandra retorted hotly. 

Frazer waved her quiet. “Just sit back and listen, will you? Let us know if 
you think they are from Earth.” 

There was a reluctant silence while, from billions of miles across space, 
the amplified signals reached them. Their strange code was deciphered by 
the main computer and translated into a human voice that crackled faintly 
over the speakers. Despite themselves, they were caught by the drama of 
the voice, gripped by inexplicable feelings of emotion as they listened. 

“This is a neutrone transmission,” the distant voice called. “This is a 
neutrone transmission... Calling Moon Base Alpha by _ neutrone 
transmission... Calling Moon Base Alpha by neutrone transmission...” 

It was a hollow, flat, echoing voice, distorted by the infinity of space it 
traversed. 

They shivered. 

“Tt could be from Earth,” Yasko pronounced slowly, her permanent 
Oriental smile beaming benignly around at their disturbed faces. 
“Communication by neutrone transmission was only a distant speculation at 
the time we left Earth. But Earth must now be advanced many hundreds of 
years perhaps thousands. Who’s to say they don’t now have the technology 
to catch up with us?” 

“But we’ve been fooled by that argument before,” Sandra pointed out. 

Yasko nodded. “We still owe it to ourselves—and to John and Helena— 
to try to reply to the signal.” 

They all accepted the sense of her words. 

“Get an identification, then,” Frazer told them. 

Yasko’s slender fingertips tapped expertly across the controls in front of 
her, opening a very wide band width and orienting their transmission 
beaming equipment in the direction of the signal. 

“This is Moon Base Alpha. Identify,” she called into her microphone. 


The voice that claimed it was from Earth came again almost immediately. 
Now it seemed excited. “Moon Base Alpha!” it cried. “Is that really Moon 
Base Alpha? Moon. Base Alpha, we weren’t even sure you existed. This is 
Space Station One, Texas City, planet Earth.” 

The Alphans in the Command Center found themselves overcome by 
emotion; they were riveted to their consoles, unable to speak as the voice 
from Earth vainly tried to continue its contact. 

“T repeat,” it stressed. “Space Station One, Texas City.” 

Those Alphans who were sitting down climbed disbelievingly to their 
feet and stood in front of the screen. Soon, except Yasko, they were all 
drawn to the hypnotic voice. 

“Planet Earth. Please stand by...” the voice told them. 

Still they could not respond. 

Finally Dr. Vincent found his voice. “Keep that channel open....” 

Yasko called out frantically to the voice, but now there was no response. 
“We’ve lost contact!” she declared, upset. 

“Get them back,” Frazer told her. “You must get them back.” The intense 
feelings were wearing off him, and he turmed suspiciously to Vincent. 
“What about neutrone transmissions?” 

The doctor shrugged again. “In theory they can cover billions of miles in 
a matter of seconds.” 

“Then how come we can transmit back to them with ordinary radio 
waves? Even if we knew exactly where Earth was, it would take forever for 
one of our messages to reach her.” 

“T dunno... I dunno...” Vincent shook his head. “I’m as skeptical as you 
are. Maybe whoever devised these neutrone transmissions was able to build 
into them a kind of seek, find, and retrieve signal... retrieve our radio wave 
transmissions, code them, and take them back by neutrone transmission. 
Something like a telegram with a built-in reply facility.” 

“Sure,” Frazer replied sarcastically. “With a messenger boy just out there 
in space waiting to run all the way back to Earth in a split second.” 

“Well, you never know...” Vincent told him open-mindedly. 

“All right... so it could be Earth.” 

“Tt could be.” The other smiled. “If we can get it back.” 

“But right now we’re switching off that screen and getting on with our 
search,” Sandra interrupted their discussion. “The search for Earth seems to 


have fizzled out for the time being.” Shc leaned across the command 
console and pressed some of the buttons. 

The unfamiliar pattern of stars on the Big Screen blacked out. It was 
replaced by the pattern they had usurped—the stars among which Eagle 
Four had disappeared. One of the stars, bigger than the others, had been 
ringed in red, and it marked the exact spot where the last communication 
with the Commander had been made. 

Determinedly, Sandra returned to her seat. With the others who had 
drifted back, she began operating her console; trying once more to get the 
powerful deep-space cameras mounted on the lunar surface to locate the 
ringed star’s planets. This time she was more successful, and as she worked, 
the dim, brown mass of a planet slowly evolved. 

It was an ugly planet, dark and sinister, and its abrupt presence on the 
screen filled the watchers with a feeling of dread. 

Somewhere beneath its boiling, putrid layer of cloud lay the Eagle. Intact 
or in wreckage, they did not know. 


The small onboard laboratory of Eagle Four flickered with light. 

Koenig, Helen, Maya, and Verdeschi stood tensely in the center, bathed 
by the lights, helpless to act in the drama of the life-and-death struggle that 
was taking place. 

Dave Reilly’s body was still on the floor. Clearly it was in a ghostly state 
similar to that which Verdeschi had been in not long ago, but every so often 
it jerked and shook. Moans of pain escaped its lips as it tried to fight off the 
deadly control of the rock. 

The yellow beams were emanating like the refracted light off a huge 
liquid topaz, many of them feeling, probing over the controls and consoles 
of the ship. The rock was pulsating with a brilliant, strong glare. In 
syncopation, the lights of the onboard computer were flashing and winking, 
trying to resist the rock’s control. 

Reilly was caught between them, his unfortunate brain struggling to 
shake off the insistent fingcrs. 

The rock was weakening; and its fight grew all the more severe. It did not 
have sufficient energy to completely regain its control or to keep both 
Reilly and the computer down. 


As they watched, the fantastic display of lights began, one by one, to 
diminish. The fierce, pulsating glow coming from the rock itself faded. 

Koenig nodded grimly to them. One by one they drew their lasers. He 
looked questioningly at Maya. “You sure this’!l work?” 

She nodded. “The four laser beams fired together will create enough heat 
to dry up a reservoir.” 

“Then it’s a cinch to dehydrate the rock... weaken it,” Carter put in, 
gazing without much conviction at the object of their attack. 

“Perhaps kill it,’ Maya agreed, almost sadly. 

“If we have to, then we have to,” Koenig said tightly. “We can’t risk 
allowing Reilly in his possessed form to bring in more rock from outside. If 
that happens, then it’s equivalent to the rock’s bringing in reinforcements.” 

The butter-yellow rays of light stabbing wildly out toward the ship’s 
hardware ceased. The rock concentrated its waning power instead on the 
prone form of the geologist. Almost immediately the figure on the floor fell 
still in sudden submission. Now it ceased to jerk. As they watched, it 
climbed woodenly to its feet. It turned on them with bloodshot, sightless 
eyes. Its gaze swept past them; it aligned itself with the open hatchway and 
began lumbering toward it. 

“We must fire,” Helena urged. But Koenig looked hesitant, uncertain now 
whether the rock was weak enough, since it had just concentrated its energy. 

“Okay,” he decided at length. But he looked unhappy. “Fire!” 

They raised their arms in unison and their guns were about to blaze. 
Before they managed to press the firing buttons, though, a suddcn, dazzling 
battery of rays shot from the rock toward them. They were blue rays—the 
immobilizing rays of pain. 

“Uh... I...” Carter gasped as their guns were knocked from their hands 
and they fell to their knees in agony. 

“Alan!” Maya screamed out suddenly from where she lay. Her eyes were 
riveted on the rock and its strobing arms of blue light. Another ray, this time 
black, was lancing off it and shining on Carter. 

It was a gleaming, almost opaque black, like a vaporous ebony. While the 
rock was producing it, it smoked. Its golden surface glowed red, as though 
under its greatest strain yet. 

Carter’s body began to suffuse with a series of blackened, wart-like 
blotches. His skin furrowed and blistered under the black light’s effcct. 


“That’s the death light!” Helena shouted, frantically. “Get him under 
cover!” 

Together they began dragging the screaming body of the Eagle pilot out 
of range of the black ray, to the lee of the bench upon which its awful 
progenitor rested. 

“We’re safe...” Koenig gasped. They lay along the floor, pressed up 
against the bench. The black beam, finding no flesh to alight on, was 
swinging bluntly about the room, seeking more. 

Helena tended to Carter as best she could. The pilot was groaning and 
writhing. One side of his costume and face seemed to be affected by the 
dehydrating property of the ray. Fortunately, now that he had been removed 
from its direct influence, he was recovering. His skin was smoothing out, 
and the angry red blotches were fading. 

“We were only just in time,” Helena told them. 

Koenig gritted his teeth. “In time for our deaths! Helena, we’ve got to 
keep Reilly from getting more of that rock!” He looked wildly about the 
laboratory for some way of escape. His eyes followed the roving ebony 
arm, catching the gleaming reflections of its light off the various surfaces. 

Twinges of pain stabbed through him as the reflections bathed him in 
their light. 

“We’re being slowly desiccated!” He cried suddenly. “If we stay here 
we'll still die only it'll take longer!” 

He felt his skin. Already it was drying, furrowing, and flaking away. 

His horrified mind worked harder, pushed to the limit to make any 
connections that might be meaningful out of the chaotic series of events that 
were building up. 

“Reflections!” The idea hit him suddenly. “Then why don’t we use a 
goddamned mirror!” 

He began crawling painfully forward in the narrow space that was 
available, edging toward the end of the bench where the bank of lockers 
began. He reached the first locker and stopped. The handle lay far above his 
head, and to reach it he would have to expose himself to the ray. 

A long moment of indecision passed while the lights flickered and 
flashed. Almost unobserved, the computer’s countdown announcement 
sounded. It told them that they had just thirty minutes to sort themselves 
out. 


Koenig flinched. He waited until the black death ray probed elsewhere. 
Then he made a lunge at the door handle and pulled himself up. In full view 
of the rock, he wrenched open the locker and yanked out one of the 
protective fire suits. The suit was coated with, a silvery, mirror-like finish, 
and when he pulled it out it shone and sparkled with reflections of the 
myriad colors and surfaccs in the laboratory. Thankfully, he drew it to him. 
He dropped back down bcneath the rock’s view...seconds before its arm of 
execution struck the open locker. 

Helped by Helena, he wriggled into the clothing. Like the tunic, the 
helmet was also silver. Only the tough, see-through visor would let the ray 
in. To avoid being killed this way he would have to keep his head turned 
aside while he fired the laser gun. 

Awkwardly he clambered to his feet. Almost immediately the black ray 
was upon him again. He could feel it scorching into his back, tugging at 
him like a hot sucker. But, as he had suspected, it was unable to wreak its 
worst damage on him. 

“Twenty minutes to lift-off...” the computer announced uncaringly. 

With the ray trained mercilessly on him, he strode unsteadily to the 
weapons rack near the airlock. He selected one of the laser rifles and pulled 
it toward him. It was longer and four times more powerful than the hand 
guns they normally carried around with them. 

Now he was faced with the problem of aiming the rifle and firing it 
without looking at his target. 

As though sensing his dilemma, the rock increased its desperate assault. 
The power it had formerly conserved now blazed forth again. Angry reds, 
audacious greens, flaring yellows, striking blues—they lanced out at him in 
a mad, reckless attempt to finish him for good. 

But the damaging colors bounced harmlessly off his suit, reflected back 
onto their maker. 

The rock glimmered and dimmed on the bench behind him. 

All of a sudden he noticed its image in a console surface. He backed 
slowly toward it, drawing his rifle up to his line of sight. Then he whirled 
rapidly around, squeezing the fire button as he turned. A line of burning 
light stabbed out from the nozzle. In the split second of time he had 
available to him before the deadly rays damaged his exposed face, he 
aimed. 


He felt an explosion of pain in his eyes. A wave of raw, red fire burst 
over him, but he clung grimly to his senses, keeping his rifle aimed and his 
finger on the button. At length the numbing pain stopped. His blurred vision 
cleared; as though waking from an unpleasant dream, he found himself still 
standing, still firing at the rock. 

The laser beam was playing directly on it, cauterizing it. It had ceased to 
struggle, its rays gone. It was shrinking in size under the fierce heat. Boiling 
off it in white, angry billows was the Eagle’s water supply. 

He played his rifle over it until there was no more steam left to boil off. 
Then, weakly, he lifted his finger off the button. 

Helena, Maya, Verdeschi, and Carter climbed white-faced from their 
undignified positions on the floor. 

“Minus ten minutes to lift-off...” 

They panicked, trying to help him out of his sult, but he waved them 
away. He pulled off his helmet himself and tossed it to the floor. “Get that 
out of here!” he shouted to Carter, pointing to the smoking rock. 

He turned to Verdeschi. “Get Reilly back... Helena, Maya, strap 
yourselves in your seats.” 

He turned wearily and made his way toward his own seat in the pilot 
section. His muscles ached for release from the agony they suffered keeping 
him upright. With all his mind and body he longed to rest, to drift once 
again in weightless space, away from the hellish world they had landed on. 

Through dimming, reluctant senses he tested the controls. They were 
back to normal. All, at last, was as it should be. 

While he was waiting for Carter and Verdeschi to return and seal the 
airlock the seconds ticked tensely by. Five more minutes, and all their 
struggling would have been done in vain. 

He got the Command Center on the console screen. 

“John!” The anxious, welcome features of Dr. Vincent floated before him 
in a haze. “Thank God we’ve found—” 

“Don’t thank anyone yet,” he slurred. 

Carter appeared beside him and flung himself in his pilot’s seat. The 
airlock door was closed. Without waiting to be asked, the Eagle pilot began 
activating the ship’s engines and taking them up. 

All contact was lost once more as the crippling pull of the planet, still 
trying to drag them back as they surged upward, caused them to black out in 


merciful oblivion. 


“Moon Base Alpha to Eagle Four... Moon Base Alpha to Eagle Four...” 

The plaintive, pleading voices roused them from their stupor. 

“Come in, Eagle Four.” 

Koenig groaned, remembered where he was, and once more leaned 
forward and spoke in the communicator. 

“Eagle Four to Moon Base Alpha... this is John Koenig... we’re okay. 
Repeat, okay.” 

The faces in the Command Center reappeared on the screen. It took him 
some time to realize that they were smiling joyfully. 

“We’re making sure we keep track of you this time.” Frazer smiled after 
they had exchanged news and greetings. 

“Tt’ll sure be good to hear Earth—f it is Earth,” Carter put in, finding his 
cheerfulness with difficulty. But neither he nor Koenig could find anything 
to raise their spirits. 

“All we want to do now is sleep,” Koenig told them. 

He punched more buttons, and the section screen above their heads 
glowed to life. It showed the massive orb of the brown planet filling nearly 
the entire screen. The clouds churned sickly, like never before. 

They felt like retching. 

“The rock will be dying,” Verdeschi called over the intercom from the 
laboratory. 

“Tt will die in a matter of seconds unless it gets water,” Reilly’s voice 
butted in. 

There was a pause, then Maya’s voice crackled over. She sounded 
slightly mournful. “It didn’t want to hurt us. All it wanted was to survive. If 
only those clouds would give up the water in them.” 

Reilly snorted. “It tried to kill us! But if you really wanted to save it,” he 
softened, “nucleoid active crystals ought to do the trick.” 

“You mean sow iodine in the clouds and make them rain?”’ Maya cried 
happily. 

Koenig scowled. He shook his head, disbelieving what he heard. But he 
knew Maya was right. They had no right to let another life form die just like 
that. The rock was no danger to them now. 


“Okay, stand by to drop a few pounds of crystal,” he ordered. 

“Standing by,” Maya reported back eagerly. Koenig nodded to Carter. 

The Eagle pilot grinned and took his Eagle in a long, low sweep over the 
boiling brown surface beneath them. As they skimmed a few hundred miles 
above the cloud tips they showered them with hundreds of thousands of 
gleaming; purple iodine crystals, adding one more color to the rock’s ailing 
repertoire. Then they pulled away, their retro-rockets blazed, and they 
headed back to Base. 


CHAPTER 
FIVE 


They had been in space for six years and four days precisely. 

Six years and four days too long, Koenig thought sardonically as he 
surveyed the Big Screen in front of him. Once more he was safely 
ensconced in his command chair on the Moon Base. 

In the year 1999, ill-fated mankind had thrown, just a little too much of 
his own filthy dishwater out of the sink and blown the Moon out of its orbit. 
God only knew what had happened to mankind after they had left their 
mother planet so ungracefully and unexpectedly. Violent storms must have 
raged as the weather patterns stabilized themselves; huge seas must have 
risen and swamped half of the cities. The Moon, which had been so much a 
part of the Earth and its life forms, had just been ripped away. 

Yet, apparently, mankind had survived—but only just. He had survived 
on the Moon, still hurtling on its way, propelled by the gargantuan nuclear 
explosion of the atomic waste buried on its darker side. And he had, 
apparently, survived on Earth, in a sort of way. 

Here, in the voice broadcasts being delivered to them by neutrone 
transmission, was living proof. 

“Gentlemen, you are aware of the warp effect,” the voice of Dr. Charles 
Logan was telling them. “We on Earth are on the threshold of a fantastic 
experiment to recover alive our own ancestors.” 

He was a bald man in his mid-fifties dressed in a silver tunic. He had an 
intense, ascetic skull-like face relieved only by a pair of bright, lively eyes. 
He was addressing his assistant, a beautiful Earth woman called Carla, but 
the Alphans were being allowed to listen in. 

The scene was set in the twenty-second century, almost one and a half 
centuries after Moon Base Alpha had been blasted on its fateful way. It 
seemed incredible, and Koenig kept thinking that he was hallucinating— 
either that or dreaming. But he was not. And he was also quite sure-as sure 
as he could be-that Dr. Charles Logan was who he claimed to be. 


When Eagle Four had returned to its berth and they had alighted and 
rested up for several hours, the first thing he had done was to devise a series 
of tests to check whether the futuristic doctor was telling them the truth. He 
had passed them all with flying colors. 

It really did seem, incredibly, wonderfully, that at last their hopes could 
be raised and their stay on the dead Moon be ended. The six years and four 
days of survival had not been in vain. 

He watched with trembling excitement which he refused to allow to show 
on his face. They could never be one hundred percent sure of anything... 
one hundred percent sure that Dr. Logan could do as he claimed and have 
them all beamed back to Earth by matter transmission. 

Carla, the beautiful assistant on the screen, turned to her superior, her 
face clouding with a troubled look as she reacted to Logan’s delivery. “But 
we have an education program to get through in the next...” She glanced 
off-screen, presumably at a clock. “Sixty hours. These people on Alpha 
must be prepared for the changes that have taken place on Earth since the 
year 1999.” She held up a sheaf of papers. “I have selected this range of 
photographs.” 

There was a general consenting babble of voices coming from off-screen 
as the other Earth scientists who were gathered there in the futuristic 
laboratory made their opinions known. 

Logan held up his hands. “I know and you can feed them up to the 
Alphans right now.” He turned and faced the camera head-on so that he was 
now addressing the Moon Base. He smiled. “Ready?” 

The Alphans crowded in the Command Center chorused their eager reply. 
The screen went dark and they waited. 

The first photograph flashed up, drawing a gasp of astonishment from 
them. It showed a rocky and deserted world with a dark, sinister sky. Vapors 
spiralled upward from the Earth. In the center of the picture, tucked 
between two savage folds in the landscape, were three massive domes 
covering a breath taking panorama of city buildings. The city was vast—far 
bigger than anything that had existed on their Earth when they had left it. 

“Texas City, where our laboratory is situated, is one of several 
metropolitan complexes which now comprise the inhabited area of what 
you used to call the United States,” Carla told them from off-screen. “You 
might like to see one or two of the others.” 


Several more cityscapes, each with protective domes covering them 
flashed up in quick succession. In each case the land round about was 
scarred, ruined, devastated beyond repair. 

“Pacific City... and...” 

Now the biggest and most impressive of all the cities appeared on the 
screen. Massed glass towers rose almost to the dome roof, vaguely 
reminding them of how New York had been. Busy thoroughfares connected 
the towers. Small craft jetted about in the air like tiny insects pollinating an 
immense garden of geometric, jewel-like flowers. 

“Grand Metropolis... what you used to know as Boston, New York, New 
Jersey... the whole Eastern seaboard. You can see we’ve come a long way.” 

A numbed silence fell on the Command Center. The voice of the 
Earthwoman sounded really proud of future mankinds’ achievements, but 
many Alphans clearly did not agree. Sandra Benes spoke out in a strained, 
distracted voice. “The cities are fantastic... but what about the countryside 
in between?” 

Carla was dismissive. “Nobody lives there now. In any case, our personal 
tele-sensual systems can create the illusion of spring in the Rocky 
Mountains, fall in old New England simply by the touch of a button.” 

“But why?” Sandra asked, upset. “Why not go to the Rockies in the 
spring or New England in the fall?” 

There was a sudden, shocked silence while the transmission from billions 
of miles away through space was broken momentarily by some distant 
interference and the screen blacked out. A moment later it lit up again, this 
time with a picture more startling and horrific than before. 

They saw a wasteland of dereliction and ruin. An endless flat sea 
stretched away to a rocky shore. Its surface was completely unruffled. It 
was black and sullen and fumed into a dirty-pink haze. 

“The pollution of the twenty-first century destroyed everything,” Carla 
told them. “That and the effects of the Moon being wrenched away.” As she 
spoke, another series of photographs began, depicting dried-up riverbeds 
choked with garbage and junk, others boiling with chemicals and foam, 
shots of dried, gnarled, leafless trees, dust storms and distant explosions. 
“Those two factors destroyed everything—crops, trees, rivers that’s why we 
built the metro-complexes and retired to them. Now, of course, who needs 
nature?” 


“Who needs future?” a shocked operative called out from the Command 
Center. 

At length the snapshots ceased. The screen went blank and the lesson was 
over. Koenig lifted himself out of his seat and stepped down, shaking his 
head grimly. 

“The question now is—do we want to return to Earth?” 

The question ached in their hearts. Mentally, it had the effect of flooring 
them. For so long they had yearned to return to Earth. It had been their 
nightly dream. They had always thought of Earth as being the planet they 
remembered—green and blue and yellow, not brown and black and white 
and lifeless. The truth was too much to take, and many broke down sobbing 
and crying. 


While a distracted Moon colony of some 250 people bemoaned their lot and 
decided on the course they wanted to take, Helena, Maya, and a handful of 
engineers and technicians worked diligently together in the Research 
Building on the lunar surface. 

Following the instructions which Dr. Logan had beamed to them, they 
were building the transference dome which, when finished, would start 
materially transporting them back to Earth. They had stopped once, only 
briefly, to listen to the distressing news of the environmental hell Earth had 
become, but now they worked on. For them, there was no time to be upset, 
and they stifled their feelings. 

Between Earth, situated at an extremely remote distance from them, and 
their own Moon Base lay a great gulf of space—most of it thinly populated 
with stars. The two places were in different galaxies, at the extreme edges 
of each. They looked out toward one another across an immense rift of 
vacuum millions of light-years across. That rift, that universal valley, was 
soon to be occupied by a new constellation of stars, a third galaxy, which 
was travelling between them. In a mere thirty-five hours of Moon-time, its 
bulk would sever contact with Earth for a period of more than a century in 
duration. The neutrone beam, miraculous though it was, would not be able 
to penetrate. By the time contact would be possible again, most people now 
alive on Alpha would be dead. Perhaps the Moon Base would no longer 
exist. It was a now-or-never decision that they had had to make. In the face 


of it they chose to work on, regardless of the strength of their feelings for 
polluted Earth. 

“No matter how polluted your old planet is,” Maya assured Helena as 
they busied themselves with the final structure, “it’s bigger than the Moon... 
and more stable. It still has a sun. Its cities looked good—it was far better 
than Psychon in its last days. I know, because Psychon was my planet... and 
you know how bad we let that one get.” She sighed. “Your Earth is far 
preferable to either Psychon or a barren old Moon over which you’ve no 
control.” 

Helena nodded sadly. “I know... and I know that what people are feeling 
right now they’ ll forget when it comes to the crunch. You’re right, Earth is 
infinitely preferable. It’s just that it’s all happened so fast, Maya. No one 
could quite believe it—now we’ve all had a second shock to contend with.” 
She smiled wanly. “You must realize we Earthlings aren’t built as robustly 
as you Psychons.” 

Maya laughed. “You’ve got to be joking. I was so upset when... when my 
father Mentor died and Psychon was finally destroyed....” 

She grew distant, but then snapped out of it, her cheerful smile restored. 
“Tt has happened quickly. A few hours ago we were still wrestling with that 
stupid rock!” 

They both exploded in laughter, relieving the tension. “And you helped it 
to live!” Helena exclaimed, then added, “But I’m glad you did.” 

“All in a day’s work for Moon Base Alpha,” Maya commented, a trace of 
light satire in her words. 

She stepped proudly back, examining their handiwork. 

The dome and its complex instrumentation were completed, after thirty- 
six hours of gruelling work. Abruptly, they sobered up. 

“Now we have to test with the instrumentation you prepared,” the 
Psychon told the doctor. 

Helena nodded to one of the technicians, who wheeled over a trolley 
containing a small package bristling with instruments. it looked like a 
homemade time bomb of some kind. The technician off-loaded it and she 
helped him carry it 

The dome was geodesic, fashioned of gleaming aluminum walls. From 
its roof rose a tall funnel of the same metal, breaking elegantly through the 
roof and acting as a transmitting aerial, pointing the dome’s delicate 


instrumentation at the permanent night of the stars on the roof were 
innumerable receivers and reflectors which were to pick up the strange, 
unfamiliar transforming energy from the scientists on Earth. 

In the interior of the dome, in its center, was a small cubicle surrounded 
by more equipment. It seemed at first sight as though it were supported only 
by the thousands of wires and attachments that were clipped to it. Inside 
were three seats. The ceiling of the cubicle was open in a cone, and the 
heads of the people to be transmitted, once sitting in the seats, would be 
exposed to the open tube of the transmitting aerial and the depths of space 
beyond. When the force fields necessary for the activation of the apparatus 
were switched on, anyone inside would be protected from the vacuum. 
Their bodily molecules and atoms would be dispersed and codified in an 
intricate biologic message that would be flashed across eternity back home, 
back to Earth. 

The transference dome was, in effect, a matter transmitter. It was far 
beyond the Alphan technology, and they had built it all by following 
instructions. None of them but Maya knew even now how it worked. Her 
alert Psychon mind had figured it out, helped by a smattering of Psychon 
technology which her father had taught her before he died. 

Carefully, Helena placed the package on one of the seats. The force fields 
hummed and flashed. Quickly she returned to the console outside the 
cubicle and began studying the readings. “Sensors in the test parcels 
antennae are designed to simulate metabolic functions,” she told Maya. “In 
every way except life, it’s human.” She signalled to one of the technicians 
and was put in contact with Dr. Logan, standing by at his end of the 
operations. 


Now the transference operation was ready. 

The package had been successfully transmitted. All blood, body, and 
brain counts had been recorded as normal during the course of its passage. 
Now, only the first human guinea pigs had to be likewise tested. 

It was time for Helena, Carter, and the Commander himself to be 
transmitted. 

Koenig hesitated before the dome, plagued by uncertainty. After their 
initial distress, all Alphans but a few die-hards had volunteered to he 


transmitted to the Earth cities. A new mood had swept through the Moon 
Base. Eventually, even the few die-hards realized that they would be left on 
their own and they, too, had agreed to go along with the mass exodus. The 
whole weight of the colony was behind the idea. Yet 

There was nothing tangibly wrong with the idea. At least, he couldn’t put 
his finger on anything. Yet it seemed as though there must be something 
wrong somewhere. It still seemed too simple to him to be doing what he 
was doing. 

Helena and Carter had entered the dome and the cubicle and were sitting 
down confidently inside, waiting for him. The technicians and engineers 
were crowded around, looking on enviously. Behind them were more 
figures, stretching away into the corridor. They were all waiting to go. No 
one had bothered to pack... 

A ridiculous idea, he told himself. 

The only thing that could go wrong was with the actual transference 
itself. Not with Logan. He firmly believed that Logan was okay, didn’t he? 

Tensely, he allowed himself to be led forward by Dr. Vincent and Dr. 
Mathias who, together with Maya, had been assigned to oversee the 
operation. 

He could be as suspicious as he wished, he told himself. Suspicion was a 
good thing. 

They sat him down next to Helena. She smiled reassuringly at him and 
patted his leg. “Don’t look so reluctant,” she said sweetly. She placed her 
arm behind his head and drew him a little closer. Her green eyes flashed 
seductively at him. “Remember, I helped build this contraption.” 

“Okay, okay.” He pulled himself away. “Let’s get started.” He looked at 
the technicians waiting by the console, ready to commence the procedure. 
On a large, flat, especially erected screen, Logan’s hairless features 
appeared. He was looking slightly tense, watching the proceedings with 
some unexpected trepidation. 

“Thank you, Commander.” His voice sounded loud inside the dome. 
“Less than thirty hours to go, and you’re delaying the proceedings.” 

Koenig scowled. 

“In his place, would you do anything different?” Carla, who was standing 
by the doctor’s side, asked her superior. She turned toward the camera and 
winked at Koenig. 


Logan refused to reply. Instead he spoke an, instruction to the technicians 
gathered around the transference dome console. “Transfer procedure 
green.” 

One of the technicians responded by depressing a button. “Neutrone 
factor green,” he reported. 

“All charges green,” another technician spoke, studying the dials. 

“Stand by for halation countdown... now,” Carla’s voice came again. 
They watched her hit a button on the corresponding receiving console on 
Earth. 
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“Reception area,” Logan called cryptically to Carla. She pressed another 
button, and a screen on her console lit up showing the interior of a small, 
geodesic chamber. 

Koenig’s skin prickled. Presumably the “reception area” was the chamber 
they would be transferred to. He only hoped that they would make it. 

“Pulse normal,’ Mathias called out. “Heart rate normal... body 
temperature normal...” 

“Halation begins,” Carla announced dramatically as the count-down 
finished. 

“Good,” Logan enthused. He looked pleased. He spoke to the Alphans. 
“Now expect a slight temperature drop as the process begins. Heart and 
pulse should remain normal as they did with your package, Dr. Russell.” 

Abruptly, the walls of the cubicle within which Koenig, Helena, and 
Carter sat began to shimmer with an electric-blue light, interfering with 
their visibility of activities going on outside. An icy-cold chill gripped 
them. They looked up instinctively and caught a horrific glimpse of the 
stark starscape of space. 

The cold grew even more intense. Gradually, a light-headedness affected 
them, and they began to feel their bodies dissolving, pulling apart. They felt 
the stars sucking at them and lost consciousness. 


The slightly tense, perturbed look returned once again to Dr. Logan’s 
features. He seemed to be studying some instrument in front of him which 
the intently watching Mathias and Vincent couldn’t see. 


Maya was working with the technicians and hadn’t noticed. Verdeschi 
had, and he came striding over to converse with the two doctors. 

“What’s wrong with him?” he whispered, indicating Logan. He glanced 
nervously at the transference chamber. It was now a swirling pillar of 
opaque blue light through which they could not see. 

“A piece of unbelievably bad luck.” Logan looked up in reply. He had 
heard the Security Chief’s whisper. His face now looked very worried 
indeed, although it still carried sincerity. 

“What is it?” Verdeschi snapped. 

The assembly gathered round about the dome suddenly became silent as 
its awed members gradually realized that something was going wrong. 

“Freak storm activity?” Carla, too, was puzzled and upset by Logan’s 
change of manner. 

“Worse,” he replied unhappily. “Mr. Verdeschi, we have seismic reports 
of small quakes in the Gulf of Mexico.” 

Maya spun around as she heard his words. “That can affect the 
calculations.” 

Logan nodded. “If they get any worse, yes—they could.” 

“Then delay the transfer!” Verdeschi called out. 

Logan shook his head. “No, we can’t. It’s too late.” 

Verdeschi looked at a loss. “Then what can we do?” 

“Nothing, except carry on with the halation and hope they don’t get any 
WwoOrse....” 

Verdeschi turned helplessly to Maya. 

She shook her head and gazed at him with anguished eyes. “He’s right. 
We can’t stop it now. If the earth tremors get any stronger they’ll interfere 
with the balance of the Earth beams transmission equipment.” 

Before the sickened Alphans could respond to her explanation, Logan’s 
face turned a deathly white. “They’re getting stronger... the tremors are 
increasing.” He began shaking his head again, gazing distractedly about off- 
screen at his equipment banks. “I’m sorry... m-my instruments have been 
upset. We can only trust now to luck and hope they get through all right.” 

“Holy Mother!” Verdeschi shouted, half in rage and half in horror. “We 
must get them out of...” 

Ignoring Logan, whom he now took to be a fool, he turned to face the 
transference cubicle. 


It was too late. It was halating a fierce blue light, an undulating tube that 
billowed up into the ceiling of the dome. 

Behind him, on the screen, Logan’s laboratory was starting to show signs 
of shaking. His consoles were coming apart from the walls. They were 
flashing and sparking, and clouds of dust were pouring down on top of 
them. Tony could just about make out Logan’s and Carla’s forms staggering 
about, clutching at anything that was clutchable at, trying to keep 
themselves and their equipment upright. 


CHAPTER 
SIX 


“Get that power line hooked up right away. Carla, check the calibrators— 
see if they’re still working....” 

The quaking had stopped, and Logan’s thin, stooping frame ran urgently 
around the devastated laboratory trying to restore order and establish a link 
with the three Alphan subjects. 

Verdeschi’s pale, drawn face stared grimly out at him from the neutrone 
transmission screen, watching his every move. 

“Doctor, what’s happening down there?” the Security Chief asked. 

“Give us time....” Logan muttered worriedly as he helped push a console 
back into position. 

“Time?” Verdeschi exploded. “What for? What’s happened to them? 
They aren’t up here, and they haven’t arrived down there. I want to know 
what happened!” He was distracted by Dr. Mathias’s voice sounding off- 
screen beside him. 

“We have a reading,” the junior doctor told him excitedly. “Dr. Russell: 
heart, pulse, temperature—normal. Commander Koenig: heart, pulse, 
temperature—normal...” 

“Tony, we’ve got a reading 
they are, they’re alive.” 

Verdeschi’s face turned back to face the scene of wreckage in the Texas 
City laboratory. He had been mollified by the news, but there was still a 
harshness in his voice that caused a shiver of unpleasantness to run through 
Dr. Logan. 

“Logan... we’re reading them. They’re somewhere in space—and you’ve 
got to find them.” 
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Maya’s voice cried out next. “Wherever 


A faint but sure tang of forest peat and rank undergrowth pervaded her 
nostrils. A warm, happy sigh of contentment swept through her as she 
drifted out of hazy unconsciousness. 


She felt the ground beneath her, soft and giving and cool. Gradually she 
became aware of the rustling of branches and the scything of a chill, harsh 
wind as it rasped across her. 

It wasn’t a dream. She was alive—and off the Moon. She opened her 
eyes and stared up at a sullen and overcast sky. A cold drizzle buffeted 
against her, and she shuddered. She remembered Dr. Logan and the matter 
transference dome and she thought at first that they had arrived back home 
on Earth. 

“Trust it to be raining,” she commented with a wry smile. She struggled 
to sit up. 

She looked around. 

The stirring bodies of Koenig and Carter were rolled halfway down the 
hill, scarcely visible in the night. Overhead, storm-tossed night clouds 
scudded across an Earth-like heaven of stars. At the foot of the hill was a 
line of dark trees—a wood. Beyond them was a valley filled with the lights 
of what appeared to be campfires, and past these a rugged, breath-taking 
terrain of mountains. Not the harsh, lifeless, barren mountains of the Moon, 
but mountains cloaked in moorland grass, sparse trees, and craggy outcrops 
of rock. 

“Helena!” Koenig’s concemed voice sounded close to her. He and Carter 
had managed to rouse themselves and had crawled upslope. They were 
shivering and windswept, their faces gleaming and ruddy with the rain. 
“Helena... you okay?” He put his arm around her and hugged her. 

She nodded against his shoulder. “Yes, but... where are we?” She pulled 
herself away and once again looked around her at the haunting landscape. 

They each looked, in awe, bewilderment, and cantious joy. 

“Rain and trees,” Carter murmured, almost reverently, his words barely 
audible above the gusting of the wind and the beating of the rain. “At least 
it’s an atmosphere we can breathe.” 

“But everything between the cities is supposed to be a desert... according 
to those photographs Carla showed us,” Helena remembered suddenly. “A 
wasteland.” 

Koenig nodded slowly, rivulets of water running off his face and down 
his tunic. “So wherever we are, we’re not on Earth.” 

“Don’t say that.” Helena shuddered. “It was so nice to think we were-” 
She began shivering uncontrollably, and Koenig took off his jacket and 


wrapped it around her. She protested. “You need it.” 

“We’ll be warm... soon,” Koenig replied. “on your feet.” He glanced at 
Carter through the darkness. “We’II build a fire in those trees.” 

They arose and set off downhill, Koenig leading the way, stumbling 
every so often on the clumps of turf. Eventually, they reached the wood. Far 
from being hospitable, the trees appeared to them to be almost as 
windswept and bleak as the open hillside. They were sparsely planted and 
tall, leaning down-valley in the direction of the wind. Through them they 
could still catch a glimpse of the distant fire lights in the valley proper 
beyond. 

They looked longingly at the fires. 

“We don’t know whether they’re friendly. Otherwise we could risk 
contacting them,” Koenig told them. He looked unhopefully around for a 
suitable area to set up camp. He moved on despondently through the wood 
ahead of them. At length he called them over. They arrived to find him 
standing between two large boulders which must at one time have rolled 
down the mountainside and settled in their position long before the trees 
had grown. 

“We'll drape the coats over the rocks and camp here until the rain clears,” 
he commanded. “First, Alan, you gather the wood and get the fire going.” 

Helena looked around on the peaty floor for lengths of wood which they 
could use as frames to support the coats. She found a whole branch and set 
to dragging it over. When she had drawn it near, Koenig helped her haul it 
over the boulders. While they worked, the nagging worry of their 
whereabouts returned to them. 

“If we’re not on Earth, where are we?” she asked. Koenig shook his 
head. “We could be anywhere in the universe.” 

“Then there’s no way we can get back, is there?” 

“We’ ll get back,” the Commander assured her firmly. “I don’t know how 
—but we will.” He paused. “What would you do if you were Logan?” 

Helena frowned. “Recreate the conditions which caused the error.” 

“Exactly—and pinpoint our location. All we do is wait here.” 

Carter appeared with an armful of wet, dead wood. “He’d better not drag 
his feet about it,” he told them. “That eclipse with the constellation takes 
place in less than twenty-four hours.” 


He dumped the wood in a heap at their feet just outside where the 
entrance to the shelter would be when it was finished. He drew his laser. 
“He’s got time to spare, I guess. But not much.” He pointed his gun at the 
pile and fired it. A burning, white beam lanced down on the fuel. He played 
the beam about over the pile, converting it into a glowing, ashy core. 

Billows of wood smoke rose in the air. Quickly he holstered his gun and 
went in search of more wood to pile on the smoldering mound before the 
wind and the rain demolished his handiwork. 

Soon they had a healthy, roaring blaze too hot to be extinguished. The 
two men took off their jackets and draped them over the roof. Then they sat 
down between the cold walls of the boulders and huddled close to one 
another, seeking all the warmth they could get. 

The wind whined and howled through the thin winter trees above their 
heads. Dark, invisible eddies of air gusted across their faces and drenched 
their exposed backs. 

Every so often they heard other, sharper sounds which rose above the 
wind. They seemed to be the shouts and screams of voices, or the cracking 
of brittle branches snapping as hoards of feet marched across them. 

While they waited on the strange and unknown world, they seemed to be 
watched by a thousand eyes, peering at them from behind the tree trunks— 
yet whenever one of the two men got up to search for fresh wood supplies, 
only the trees and the wind and the rain were there to greet them. 


Whatever attraction had been generated by the idea of returning to Earth 
had now almost completely disappeared. It was ironic that this should be 
the case, that after so many false alarms in the past, when the real thing 
came along, inefficiency and bungling should mar the operation. 

Verdeschi fumed silently inside himself. 

He had returned to the Command Center to plan a proper search 
campaign for the missing Alphans. The operatives were back at their 
consoles, hard at work with the assignments he had set them. The spectators 
who, not long ago, had been crowded expectantly in the research block had 
mostly returned to their routines. Dr. Mathias was standing before him, 
holding out a fat sheaf of print-outs folded over and over concertina-wise. 


He took them from him and studied them, following Mathias’s explanatory 
finger tracing its way along the squiggles and curves. 

“Pulse, heart rate, temperature, all normal, see?” the doctor told him. 
“Wait a minute...” He frowned as he traced one of the lines. “Normal except 
for Dr. Russell’s—that’s up on normal and rising.” 

“Rising? Are you sure?” Vcrdeschi asked him. He pondered the thought. 
“That might clue us into something.” 

He turned and faced the Big Screen where the picture of Logan’s 
laboratory was still arrayed. The lab had been cleaned up now and white- 
coated scientists were once more working calmly inside it, standing by the 
consoles.. Logan himself was there. Helped by Carla, he was still frantically 
trying to locate Koenig and the others and so make up for his error. He 
leaned over his own control console and made an announcement into it. 
“Dr. Logan to all search and recovery sections,” they heard him say. “I want 
you to run your sensors over the whole area surrounding Texas City. I want 
every inch of that desert covered.” 

The figure of the Earth doctor tured to Carla. “How’s that 
recalculation?” 

Carla shook her head. “Too many variables.” 

“Stay on it,” he ordered her. He moved over to another console and spoke 
to its operator. “I want a seismic unit to simulate that last earthquake 
effect.” 

Verdeschi watched stonily. At length he interrupted the doctor’s work by 
announcing himself on the neutrone communicator. Logan glanced up at 
him questioningly. Verdeschi told him the metabolism results. 

“Temperature change?” His eyebrows raised and he looked skeptical. 
“That could mean anything.” 

Verdeschi nodded. 

“T’m doing everything possible at this end,” the unfortunate man went ou. 
“T have search teams out scanning the desert—” 

“But Earth’s desert is uninhabited.” Maya, who had come over to join 
Verdeschi, protested. 

“They couldn’t breathe that polluted air. By now they’d be dead.” 

“You’re right, of course,” Logan replied wearily. “They can’t be on 
Earth.” He threw up his hands and his glasses slipped down the bridge of 
his nose. “Yet all our recalculations so far suggest they must be.” 


The fierce, wintry winds swept around them, fighting back the heat that 
tried to reach them from the dancing orange flames in front of them. Helena 
began to shiver uncontrollably. Like the others, she was unaccustomed to 
the severity of the weather, and though they felt bad enough, she had been 
affected worse and was starting a cold. It was the first common cold she had 
had for about twenty years... since the vaccines had been finally introduced 
on Earth in 1985. 

She sneezed violently. Koenig and Carter both drew closer to her, trying 
to shelter as much of her as they could. 

“Stay away, John,” she sniffed. “After Alpha’s germ-free environment, 
we’ ve no resistance... a common cold could be as lethal to us as cholera or 
the Black Death.” 

They shuffled hastily away from her. “You’re the doctor, Helena,” 
Koenig told her. 

“There’s no immediate danger,” she said, somewhat offended. “But 
pneumonia’s a_ possibility.” A wave of faintness swept over her. 
Involuntarily, she pressed her hand against her forehead. 

Koenig looked worriedly at her. “Logan will be recalculating now. We’ll 
be on Earth before it gets that fax...” His voice trailed away as he noticed 
for the first time how white she had become. In the firelight she looked 
haggard and drawn. Her eyes were glazed, and her pupils were dilated like 
enormous saucers. And she was still shaking, badly. 

He turned in alarm to Carter. “We’ll have to revise our plans. Whether 
she thinks so or not, she’s in need of immediate medical help.” He stood up 
and peered through the trees at the distant fires. 

Carter nodded. “You’re right. We’ll have to chance meeting them.” He 
glanced down at his watch. “Twenty-three hours left. Theoretically we 
could get down into the valley, get help, and get back here in a few hours.” 

“Theoretically,” Koenig stressed, grimly. 

“No!” Helena cried out. She tried to rise to her feet. “I—I’m all right.” 
She stumbled, almost falling into the fire. Carter reached out and caught her 
in time. 

“Sorry,” he said, “but there’s no alternative. Come on.” He helped her to 
her feet. 

Koenig passed her a small flask of medicinal alcohol which he had 
procured from the inside of his jacket, still draped around her shoulders. 


“Here, take a swig of this.” 

Thankfully, she swallowed a mouthful. Resigned, she allowed them to 
lead her downhill through the trees, away from the fire. 

The effect of the alcohol and the sudden return of the full, furious lashing 
of the mind momentarily brought her back to her senses, enabling them-to 
make a reasonably fast descent. 

But their progress was quickly impeded by the sudden appearance in 
front of them of a band of ragged-looking men. 

The human figures loomed up out of the gloom and stepped out from 
behind trees. They wore long, wild hair and beards. Dirt-stained, kilt-like 
tunics covered their bodies. Their feet and lower legs were swathed in 
fabric and furs bound crudely around with rope. 

The Alphans instinctively halted and drew forth their lasers. The brigands 
in front of them produced evil-looking swords, protecting themselves with 
shields. Shouting and yelling, the fearful figures began closing in, waving 
their deadly weapons above their heads, their eyes glinting ferociously in 
the dark. 

Before Koenig and Carter could fire their guns they felt strong arms grab 
them from behind and the tips of cold steel press into their backs. They 
were soon completely overpowered and surrounded. They had no 
alternative but to drop the lasers. 


The seconds ticked tensely by in Earth’s first matter transmission 
laboratory. Now the room was deserted save for Logan, Carla, and a seismic 
engineer who was approaching them. 

“I’ve evacuated all personnel, Doctor,” the man informed them. “You’re 
quite sure you and Miss Cross have to stay?” 

“Quite sure,” Logan replied, piqued. “There’s no point unless we do.” 

The engineer nodded. “The explosives will give you the equivalent of a 
force beta zero quake. I can’t guarantee how the building will take it.” 

“We understand that,” the doctor told him. He turned with irritation to 
Carla. “All right, Carla, take up your station.” 

The attractive assistant moved to her console and seated herself behind it. 
She placed her hands in front of her and rested them there, ready to operate. 


The engineer left, shaking his head. Logan watched him go without 
remorse. Then silence fell on the room. It was complete and utter silence, 
the first he had experienced for many days. But for him it was a silence that 
could give him no rest. He could not rest until the three Alphans had been 
located. He clamped his jaws tightly together. Apart from his ethical 
conscience spurring him, he was also influenced by his threatened 
reputation. He had been given total control over the matter transmission 
project; a fantastic amount of money had been spent and labor supplied to 
get it this far. He himself had begged and pleaded with the Science Council 
to be allowed to develop the equipment so far, so fast. It had been he in the 
first place who had suggested that their remote ancestors, the trapped Moon 
men, be rescued in order to give the apparatus its first real test. It would 
look bad for him if the Moon men were now allowed to die, if he was not 
able to complete the lift before the communications corridor in space was 
blocked and all contact lost. 

He touched a button in front of him, and Verdeschi’s face appeared 
instantly on the neutrone screen, “Moon Base Alpha,” he reported, “stand 
by—we are about to simulate the Earth tremor.” 

Verdeschi almost sneered. “I hope you don’t do a wipe-out.” 

“If we do,” the other replied icily, “you’ll be the first to know.” 

The relationship between him and the fiery Alphan Security Chief had 
deteriorated drastically over the last few hours, so much so that he was 
beginning to wish he had lost Verdeschi rather than Koenig, with whom he 
had got on much better. 

“Alpha, give me a final reading,” he requested. 

Mathias’s face appeared on the screen. “Dr. Russell’s temperature rise 
continues,” he announced worriedly. “She must be quite ill by now. 
Wherever she is. Otherwise, quite normal.” 

Sandra Benes’s voice came over from off-screen. She was speaking to 
Mathias. “Doctor, how long? How long have they got?” 

Mathias turned grimly off-screen toward her. “In eighteen hours the 
eclipse will block out all communications.” 

“And there’ll never be another chance?” Sandra’s pitiful voice continued. 
“For them—or any of us?” 

“Not in your lifetime,” Mathias replied gravely. 


There was a long silence while emotions rose and people and things 
damned one another. Finally, Logan turned to Carla. “Ready?” he asked 

She nodded. 

He leaned forward and spoke to the engineers through his communicator. 
“Simulate seismic shocks.” 

There was a further tense silence as they all waited. Then there followed 
a dull, distant thudding sound, and the room began to tremble under the 
impact of the massive charge of explosives that were going up. 

Dust spumed down from the ceiling once more. The consoles rattled and 
began moving away from their fittings. Logan and Carla clung to them 

“Now!” Logan screamed out above the din. 

They began working feverishly, altering and activating the gleaming 
banks of controls. More distant explosions sounded, and shock wave after 
shock wave struck them and their equipment. It became almost impossiblc 
for them to work, but they stayed at their task, observing the sparking meter 
screens through the clouds of dust. 

“Something’s coming up!” Carla yelled excitedly. “I’ve got a location!” 

“What is it?” Logan shouted out. “I... I can’t get anything!” 

“Calibrating now.” She stabbed at a series of buttons in rapid succession. 
Lights flashed and winked on the shaking console. The dials of digital 
calculators spun figure after figure across themselves. Finally the whole 
bank of the equipment she was operating seemed to almost erupt in a series 
of loud retorts and flashes of flames and smoke. A long roll of graph paper 
chattered out of it. She dived down and tore it off and began reading it. 

Logan abandoned his console and ran over to her. “Where is it?” He 
could scarcely contain his impatience. 

“According to this read-out... they’re somewhere on Earth. Somewhere 
on Earth?” She jumped up, astounded. They looked at one another. 

“But that’s impossible,” he blurted out. 

“They’d be dead if they were on Earth,” Carla agreed, shaken. 

The explosions ceased and the tremors died away. A deathly stillness 
settled on the devastation once more, and Logan wrung his hands in despair. 

Verdeschi’s unrelenting voice sounded. “Is it possible your pollution 
didn’t affect everywhere on Earth—that somewhere there’s some freak 
valley. an air bubble almost? Somewhere they could still breathe?” 


Logan shook his bald head wretchedly. “Not possible. We’ve surveyed 
the whole of Earth’s surface for such a place for experimental purposes.” 
He shook his head with greater force. “Whichever planet they’re on, it can’t 
be Earth. We can do nothing but continue to relocate and hope we do it in 
time.” 


The guttural inflexions and intonations of a developed and half-familiar 
language rang and clamored in the night air about their ears as Helena, 
Koenig, and Carter were jostled and shoved through the last of the trees into 
the squalid outskirts of a small village. 

To their mystification they recognized occasional English words among 
the oaths and the boastful war cries. But they were in no position to reflect. 
They had been roped painfully together around their necks and were being 
jerked along, half-strangled, by the band’s leader—a big, hairy-legged man, 
dressed in a more prominent kind of kilt. Their captors marched 
triumphantly beside them, their weapons clanking as they moved. 

The village houses were little more than ragged leantos and tents made of 
animal skin. It was some kind of encampment—or slum. As the Alphans 
were dragged through, their progress was watched by more of the same 
ragged army who appeared at the tent flaps. 

Blazing beacons in grates on long poles and large, open fires cast a lurid, 
flickering half-light around the encampment. 

The tents and shanties eventually gave way to a high, stone wall, in 
which was set a dingy arch. They were pulled through into another area 
with an even greater density of tents, people, and fires. They were 
eventually dragged to a lofty and precarious tower-like building made of 
stone. Two of the party—the burly leader and another man—took the 
Alphans inside. They yanked them through a series of dark rooms with 
earthen floors. Finally they came to a crude split-timber door. Without 
ceremony, their captors opened it and pushed them inside, slamming it shut 
behind them. The sound of wooden-bar locks being thrown into position 
was followed by fading footsteps and then silence. 

They struggled free of their ropes and examined their prison. 

The dungeon-like room was large, cold, and damp. It was lit by a single 
torch jammed into a crevice in the wall above the door. Except for this wall, 


the other walls were composed of bare rock, indicating that this part of the 
building backed against a hillside. The floor was earthen, strewn mostly 
with straw, save for a rugged outcrop of rocks in one corner. 

“At least they didn’t kill us,” Carter began, alarmed suddenly by the 
sound of his muted voice. He moved around the walls, examining them. 

Helena groaned, and Koenig ran to her. She toppled dizzily against him, 
shivering violently. Taking her weight, he led her toward the rocks and sat 
her down in a natural hollow. He pressed the small hip flask to her. 

“Anything?” he asked Carter. 

The Eagle pilot tapped the walls with the handle of his pocket knife: He 
shook his head. “They’re at least six feet thick.” 

“Check the door,” Koenig told him. While Carter crossed the room, he 
looked down worriedly at Helena. Her condition had worsened, and her 
breathing had turned shallow and fast. He felt her forehead. It was burning 
hot. 

She smiled bravely at him, her face caught in the orange glow from the 
torch: “I know I look like a demon to you in this light,” she said, self- 
consciously. She smiled bravely at him. “Check your temperature, too, 
John. You, too, Alan.” 

Weakly, she lifted her wrist. On it was strapped a small watch-like 
instrument—a wrist indicator designed to chcck temperature and other 
bodily functions. She turned one of the tiny diais on it and its face came to 
lifc, emitting a small volley of colored lights. 

“T think you look great in that light,” Koenig told her tenderly. 

She nodded in pretense at play, “To another demon. What does it read?” 

He studied it. “A hundred and three point six.” 

Hc extended his arm and uncovered his own indicator. “Mine reads 
ninety-nine point two.” He turned to Carter. “Yours?” 

“Normal,” the Eagle pilot replied. He was pushing up against the door 
with all his weight—in vain, 

“Alan, get the guards to understand we need some help,” Koenig called 
out desperately as he eased himself down next to Helena to keep her warm. 

Carter began hammering on the door and shouting. He beat at it, but with 
no success. “It’s no use. They’re not answering.” He turned away in 
exasperation and joined them. He gazed distraughtly at Helena. “We’ll just 
have to do the best we can.” 


“Tf we could just get her temperature down,” Koenig complained. 

She shook her head. “It won’t help... in the long run.” 

“1’m talking about now,” he said brusquely. “In the next hour, not the 
next week.” 

“So am I,” she said weakly. “My guess is viral pneumonia.” 

“Pneumonia? Are you sure?” He looked mortified. “What’s the cure?” 

She smiled sardonically. “Simple... if we were on Alpha. Here...” She 
shook her head, then stared directly ahead of her, transfixed. 

Perturbed, they followed her gaze. All they could see was the rocky wall. 

“What is it?” Carter asked nervously. 

“The fungus... growing on the wall. Scrape some of it off.” 

The Eagle pilot raised himself again and walked toward where she had 
indicated. In the dimness he was just able to make out several small clusters 
of greenish-white, club-shaped fungi. Her eyes, sensitized by her illness, 
had spotted them immediately. Gingerly he ran his knife along the ledges 
and cut away several clumps. Then he returned. He gave it to her. 

She sat up and began crushing the tiny heads, rubbing them about in the 
palm of her hand. She touched the tip of her tongue with her finger and then 
smelt the sample. 

“Tt could be,” she told them cryptically. 

“Could be what?” Koenig asked. 

“Fungoids are the basis of the barmycin range of drugs invented just 
before we left Earth,” she explained. “They’re the only known cure for viral 
pneumonia.” 

Koenig frowned, not liking the ides. “Supposing this is a variant of the 
same fungi, how do you go about preparing the drug?” 

“Heat...” she began, breathing heavily, gasping for breath. A line of sweat 
had risen on her forehead from the exertion of talking. “Any vegetable 
fiber... and the fungus. It’s rudimentary, but it could be enough to stave it 
off until Dr. Logan can recalculate his error...” She trailed off, on the verge 
of blacking out. Her head thumped and the dungeon walls began spinning 
crazily around. She fell back, worn out. 

“Heat!” Koenig exclaimed. “That means we have to get out of here and 
build a fine.” He shook her limp form, rousing her from her reverie. “Okay, 
Helena you’re the doctor. How long have you got?” 


“You want a prognosis?” she whispered. “Without treatment, death can 
be expected in a matter of hours.” 

“How many hours?” he demanded, now very alarmed. 

She was struggling to retais her awareness. “Six... eight... and, John,” she 
gasped, “if you don’t get out of here, you’ ll be dead, too.” 

She fell back into unconsciousness. 

Suddenly, anguished, he grasped her head in the palms of his hands, 
crushing his lips to hers. “Oh, my God,” he prayed, cradling her, tears 
streaming unbidden down his face. “Oh, my God, my God.” 

It had been a long time since he had believed in God. 


CHAPTER 
SEVEN 


The dank, darkened room, reminiscent more of a cave than a civilized 
dwelling, began to pall on them. Its intense, tomb-like silence and lack of 
life save for the wan flickering of the torch preyed on their nerves. Three 
hours passed, and they had no idea whether it was now day or still night. By 
all that was humane they should have been released by now, if only for 
questioning. But they had received no sign that anyone else was present 
with them in the building, that their presence there had been remembered. 

As Helena sank deeper and deeper into her illness, reviving for 
increasingly shorter periods of time, Koenig’s depression and grief turned 
gradually to anger and rage. All that was important now was that they 
escape and make their way back up the hill, where, he hoped, Logan would 
return them to civilization. 

He and Carter began hammering violently on the door again. They 
kicked at it and banged on it with rocks. At length they heard the locking 
bars on the far side of the door being flung up, and they backed off, a 
mixture of satisfaction and apprehension stamped on their gaunt faces. 

Carter positioned himself to one side of the door, out of the immediate 
line of sight of anyone entering. They waited while it was drawn open. 

Two irate, hirsute guards, their glinting swords flashing as fiercely as 
their eyes, appeared in the doorway. One of them, the elder and the more 
solid-looking of the two, pushed his way inside toward where he saw 
Koenig standing. 

“Stop the noise or...” he began growling in clearly understandable 
English, though with a strong Gaelic accent to it. He raised his sword, as 
though to show Koenig what he would do if they didn’t comply with his 
wishes. Then, sensing trickery, he began turning around. But before he was 
able to locate where Carter was, Koenig raised his arm, revealing his wrist 
indicator. The weird colored spectrum of light rays radiated over his and the 


guard’s faces. To the guards it appeared magical and sinister, transforming 
Koenig into a demon. 

They shied away, gripped by a primitive terror of the unknown. Seeing 
his chance, Carter stepped forward. Expertly, he chopped one of the guards 
across the shoulder, hitting a key nerve point, and watched the man slump 
to the fioor in a tangle of kilt and hardware. While he fell, Koenig launched 
himself at the unfortunate man’s comrade and with equal accuracy dealt a 
second stunning blow. The guard collapsed, a cry of alarm sticking in his 
throat. 

Quickly, Koenig bounded across the dungeon and scooped up Helena. 
“The fungus!” he cried to Carter as he carried her limp form to the door. 

The Eagle pilot scraped more of the sickly growth off the rocky wall and 
deposited it in his sample collection pocket. Both men beat a hasty retreat 
from the room, pausing only to close and lock the door behind them. 

“We’ ll never get through the camp site,” Carter commented dejectedly as 
they moved rapidly through the gloomy rooms and passageways. 

“Then we’ |l have to find somewhere where they won’t think of looking,” 
Koenig panted, his whole body straining with the extra weight he was 
placing on it. “We must get some extra time—to save Helena.” 

“Too late—English fugitives!” a proud, deep Scottish voice boomed out 
from in front of them. 

They stopped abruptly, in the center of a large, stone-flagged room, 
almost as startled by the sound of the voice as they were by the fact that 
their getaway had been intercepted. 

They were even more startled a moment later when, by the flickering 
light of several torches they saw the magnificently adorned form of a 
Highlander emerge from the shadows. He was a chief, and he was quickly 
surrounded by a dozen or so of his shabbily dressed soldiers, who formed a 
formidable circle about the Alphans. 


Ten hours remained. 

Verdeschi paced up and down the Command Center in agitation, while 
Maya, more tactful than he, conversed with Logan. 

“Look at the problem again, Doctor,” she told the scientist urgently. 
“You’ve run your seismic reconstruction. On that basis you’ve recalculated 


again and again—” 

“And the answer’s the same each time!” Logan interrupted her. His face 
was set in a look of complete exasperation. “Earth!” He sighed heavily and 
shook his hcad. “But it isn’t possible.” 

“Because they’re still alive?” Verdeschi cut in. 

“Exactly,” the other replied. 

Verdeschi looked questioningly at Maya. The Psychon turned back to 
face the screen. “The possibility of their having landed on a planet with a 
breathable atmosphere is one in a billion. The probability that they are alive 
elsewhere is almost unacceptable.” 

Maya’s superior sense of logic was beginning to be the prime source of 
Logan’s frustration. Quite simply, he was unable to compete with her 
powers. He felt deeply humiliated, the more so as he mistook her for being 
one of his own ancestors, someonc he felt that he ought to be able to better. 
He kept silent, unable to add anything to what he had already said. He 
cringed when Verdcschi asked Maya, “Then, why can’t Logan find them?” 

“Perhaps,” she replied slowly, glancing at both Logan and the Italian, “he 
is looking in the wrong time.” 

“Impossible!” Logan blurted out. “I can’t accept that. I set my equipment 
to bring them back here in the present. Carla and I have checked and 
rechecked the instruments.” 

But Verdeschi looked emphatic. “You know they can’t be alive on Earth’s 
surface in present conditions... well, we know they’re alive. So please 
rethink your chronological calculations.” 

“And remember, Dr. Logan, we have only ten hours,” Maya reminded 
him coolly. 

Logan raised his bushy eyebrows in despair and resignation. “All right... 
but if you’re wrong”—he looked at Maya menacingly—“there’ Il be no time 
for any recalculations.” 

“We’ll take that risk,” Verdeschi told him crisply. He turned away from 
the screen and strode over to where Mathias was busy behind Helena’s 
console. The console had been patched in to the neutrone link-up, and the 
doctor was repeatedly pressing a communications button, trying vainly to 
send signals to the three lost Alphans. 

“Keep it going,” Verdeschi told him when he saw that there had been no 
developments. 


“What good will it do?” Mathias asked. “How can they tell us where they 
are? And at what point in time?” 

“Just keep signalling,’ Verdeschi told him. “Let him know we’re 
searching. If they pick it up—which they might conceivably do on their 
wrist indicators—Koenig knows how to get a signal back.” 


The banquet hall in the stone building was alive with kilted sword dancers, 
the wail of bagpipes, and the smell of roasting beef. 

It was brightly lit with torches along the wall. A huge banqueting table 
was laid with a mouth-watering array of food. A score or so figures, all 
dressed in the more refined clothes of the clan chief, ate hungrily around it. 
They were waited on by as many foot soldiers and by pipers who lined all 
the walls. At one end of the hall was a massive, open-hearth log fire with a 
spit and the slowly-turning carcass of an ox. 

The hall was in distinct contrast to the gloom and squalor of the dungeon, 
and Koenig, Carter, and a revived Helena could scarcely believe what their 
senses told them—especially their taste buds, as they dug into food of a 
richness and texture they had not sampled for more than six years. They 
were seated at the head of the table next to their imposing captor— 
MacDonald, of the MacDonald clan. He ate heartily, tearing huge strips of 
flesh from a chicken and stuffing them into his mouth. Whcn he had 
finished chewing one mouthful, he would drink from a large tankard of ale 
by his side. 

He was an amiable, if fierce, lord. After he had recaptured them, he put 
them through an inquisition that had got him nowhere, as neither he nor 
they could make much sense of each other. He had then reverted to his 
earlier belief of assuming that they were fugitives—fugitives from the 
English. The idea staggered and astounded them. The fact that they had 
been re-materialized on Earth, after all, but in the remote past, during the 
English wars with Scotland, seemed too preposterous to believe. However, 
there was no way of refuting it. The evidence was too clear to see. 

Noticing that Helena was ill, and admiring her beauty, the Highland chief 
had allowed them to prepare the fungi and restore her. Then he had brought 
them to the impressive hall. 

All this had used up about eight more hours of their precious time. 


Now, he leaned forward across his plate, thrusting his black beard into 
Helena’s face. There was a mischievous twinkle in his brown eyes. “You’re 
gentlefolk, that’s clear. And worth a pretty penny to some great lord in 
England,” he leered, slightly the worse for his drink. “But one thing I still 
don’t understand....” 

Enraged by the liberties that the Scot had been taking with Helena, 
Koenig put his mouth close to her ear and whispered to her while she was 
being spoken to. Noticing that she had visibly paled again, he asked her 
how she was feeling. 

“Rotten,” she replied out of the corner of her mouth. “Temperature’s 
rising again.” 

“What I don’t understand is why do three English travel Scotland without 
armed escort? You must know you’d make fair hostages to any Scottish 
clan.” 

He threw himself back in his chair, chuckling at her composure, which he 
mistook for shyness. 

“Yes... explain that, Alan,” Koenig spoke across the table to Carter. 

Carter shot him a look of anger. He turned to MacDonald. “Would you 
believe we lost our way?” 

“No, my friends.” The chief slapped him on his back cheerfully. “But I’d 
believe one of you was running away with the wife of some great English 
lord.” He looked wishfully at Helena again. “And that lord would pay much 
gold to get her back.” 

Carter shook his head as he tried to explain again that this was not the 
case, but Koenig stopped him by kicking him under the table. In a low 
voice, Koenig said, “Let him believe it.” 

MacDonald pushed back his chair and rose to his feet. He glanced toward 
a large hourglass which was slowly registering the hour, the sand from its 
upper reservoir trickling away into its lower. He raised his tankard in the air 
as the seated assembly quietened and rose, following his example. 

“With those last grains of sand,” MacDonald’s loud voice thundered 
heartily down the table, “the old year runs out—let’s drink that this new 
year will better it!” He raised his tankard even higher. “I drink to the New 
Year!” He looked sternly down at the three seated Alphans. “Raise your 
drinks to Robert the Bruce and Bannockburn.” 

Quickly, they did as he requested. 


“Bannockburn,” Koenig hissed urgently across to Carter. “When did the 
battle take place?” 

“It’s a long time since I was at school, John,” the Eagle pilot replied 
above the roar of voices. “I can’t remember.” 

“We know that this is New Year’s Day, twenty-five years after the 
battle.” Koenig looked hopefully at Helena. MacDonald had talked earlier 
about the battle and then later, when they had asked him the date, he had 
smiled cryptically and told them it was a “quarter of a century on from the 
Battle of Bannockburn.” Koenig continued: “If we could get the message to 
Maya, Logan’s computer will know the exact date.” 

“But first we have to get a fix from the Moon Base,” Helena complained 
weakly. “They can’t radio us all this way through time and space.” 

“No,” Koenig replied, “but with the neutrone beam they could. If they’ve 
had the sense to try it.” He put his arm around her consolingly. “It’s the only 
hope we’ve got.” 

As he spoke to her, she went limp again. Her drink crashed to the table. 
Alarmed, he lowered her back into her seat. 

The toasting was over, and now MacDonald noticed Helena’s relapse. He 
opened his mouth to voice his concern, but before his words were uttered, a 
deep frown of suspicion furrowed his brow. The hall fell silent. “Is the lady 
still sick?” he asked slowly. 

“She has been,” Koenig told him, suddenly, dreadfully aware of what 
was on the Scot’s mind. “If she could sleep—” 

MacDonald slammed down his tankard in sudden anger. His red face 
glared at Koenig. “I ask you—lIs the lady sick?” 

Koenig responded by encircling Helena again with his arm. “Give us 
shelter where she can rest. Put guards on us, if you like.” 

The Scottish chief let out an oath. There was a sudden screech of tortured 
metal as he withdrew his sword from its scabbard. He straightened to his 
full height and placed its tip beneath Koenig’s chin. His eyes now held a 
look of fear in thern. “I understand now,” he said in a tone of finality that 
made their hopes sink for good. 

He lowered his sword and backed violently away, upturning his chair. He 
turned to his officers. “The Plague-the woman has the Plague. That’s why 
they were wandering alone in the forest. Turned out by some great lord to 
die!” He looked down at himself in horror. “We might all be contaminated!” 


There was a stark, multiple cry of terror from the assembly. Then came 
the sound of more swords sliding from their scabbards, accompanied by the 
wrathful chanting of Gaelic voices. 

“Burn!” the voices rang vengefully through the hall. “Burn! Burn the 
exiles!” 


Logan was sweating as he worked at his console. On the black screen in 
front of him bright green digits danced and flickered: 30-27... 30-26... 30- 
Zot: 

They told him the time. 

He lunged at the neutrone communications button, bringing Maya’s 
features back on the neutrone screen. “Moon Base Alpha...” he gasped. 
“Thirty minutes before the eclipse begins. I think we all have to accept now 
that we have no hope of recovering them.” 

He looked the picture of a wrecked and ruined man. Maya was 
impassive. 

“No, Doctor!” she said defiantly. “We accept nothing until the eclipse 
actually takes place.” 

“TI thought perhaps the people on Moon Base would like to use the last 
minutes to send messages to their descendants on Earth.” 

Verdeschi’s image appeared on the screen. It looked hard and scathing. 
“There will be no personal messages. We insist you continue searching until 
the last second.” 

For the last seconds... the last seconds of his career, Dr. Logan continued 
searching; privately with no hope of success. 


The rank, musty smell of pine assailed Koenig’s nostrils. His wrists ached 
and were torn and bleeding where they were manacled, chained to the 
interior wall of a small wooden hut. Carter and Helena were likewise 
chained, one on either side of him. At their feet were piled heaps of 
brushwood and hay bales, stacked by the kilted soldiers - who now kept a 
good distance between themselves and the Alphans. 

They had been marched out of the banqueting hall, out of the stone 
building, and across open land at the side of the building. They had been 


prodded at sword point, and no amount of reasoning with the MacDonald 
chief had convinced him of Helena’s true condition. 

Dawn had just broken, although it was still dark when they reached the 
ramshackle hut. The weather had changed. The rain clouds had been blown 
away by the icy wind, and now the sky was studded with a million brilliant 
stars. And still high in the sky was the breathtaking white orb of the old 
Moon, with the familiar craters and mountains showing clearly on it. It had 
been a momentous and heartrending sight, to see their Moon as it had once 
appeared in all its glory and splendor, long before their fateful journey on it 
had commenced. 

One of the soldiers thrust a torch in Koenig’s face and spat at him. 
Maddened, Koenig lunged out at him with his head and shoulders, held 
back by the chains which pinned his wrists to the wall above his head. 

“It’s not the Plague!” he screamed out to MacDonald, who was 
somewhere outside the hut. “She can be cured!” 

“Cured!” came the sarcastic reply. “For the pestilence, there’s only one 
cure! Out, soldiers!” 

The men withdrew from the wooden hut, and the Alphans heard them 
stacking more hay bales against the outside walls. Several of the torches 
had been left burning inside, and Koenig now turned grimly to face Helena, 
who was slumped forward, barely conscious, by his side. Abruptly, their 
wrist indicators, which had been exposed when the soldiers had manacled 
them, began winking on and off. 

“The Moon Base!” he exclaimed. “They’re signalling...” 

He struggled more desperately than ever to free himself, the steel of the 
manacles biting deeply into his flesh. But he had to give up. He saw instead 
that it might be possible for them to reach each other’s indicators. His own 
indicator was nearest to Carter, and he turned to the Eagle pilot and 
explained what he had in mind. “Reach toward me as far as you can.” He 
began wriggling his own wrist as far as he could get it toward Carter’s 
straining fingertips, 

A roar of approval went up from the tartan army outside, followed by the 
crackling of burning brushwood. The fire had been started. Over the 
jeering, chanting voices they could hear MacDonald’s loud but now 
mournful voice: 

“A pretty ransom they would have fetched...” 


Acrid smoke vapors began filling the room as Carter and Koenig 
frantically worked their raw Wrists, finally succceding in contacting one 
another. Carter’s index finger was able to rest on the tiny transmitting 
button on Koenig’s flashing indicator.” 

“Now,” Koenig instructed him. “Tap it when I say... and let’s just hope 
somebody up there remembers their old training.” 


It was by accident that the circuitry inside the small indicators, designed 
mainly as medical aids, had been discovered also to act as crude but 
effective transmitters and receivers. They were not able to transmit 
sophisticated pictures and words but they were able to handle single-pulse 
signaLs. 

On the console in the Command Center they were pulsing now—not 
transmissions from the Moon Base —but incoming transmissions. 
Transmissions that could only be from one source. 

Mathias’s heart quickened with sudden excitement. He called 
incredulously to Verdeschi. “We’re getting something on the indicators!” 

A crowd instantly gathered around the console. 

A series of intermittent flashes was occurring. Some were long, others 
were short. 

Verdeschi’s face slackened in a mixture of puzzlcment and despair. He 
turned to Sandra Benes, standing beside him. “Does it mean anything to 
you?” 

She shook her head, baffled. “Just some sort of code.” 

“Anybody?” Verdeschi looked around the group. “Does anybody get it?” 

Tom Jackson, a fechnician, suddenly snapped his fingers. “Wait a minute! 
It’s the old Morse code!” 

“Morse code?” Maya looked more puzzled than ever. 

“An old form of signal,’ Jackson continued. “We used to learn it as 
astronaut cadets—” 

“Of course!” Verdeschi cried. He turned urgently to Maya. “The 
computer!” 

Maya ran to her own console, followed by the anxious Alphans. She 
patched into Helena’s console and immediately began getting the signals. 


They streamed across her screen. Beneath them the computer, programmed 
to translate numerous codes, including Morse, printed out the letters. 

They soon had all the information they needed. Verdeschi ran back to his 
own console and called Logan. 

“Scotland?” the staggered doctor exclaimed. He turned urgently to Carla. 
“Recalibrate. Scotland.” He turned back to the screen. “Where and when?” 

“New Year, Bannockburn—plus twenty-five years,” Verdeschi told him, 
a trifle uncertainly. “That’s the bit I’m not certain about.” 

“You’ve no need to worry,” Logan told him brightly. “That part I do 
know, being of Scottish descent. If your friends manage to stay alive for a 
few seconds longer, we’ll have them back.” 

He tumed again to Carla, scratching his head, while he mentally 
calculated the date. “Plus twenty-five. Scotland 1339, Carla 1339!” 

Carla hit her control with a speed that was impressivo. “Transfer 
procedure green!” she exclaimed triumphantly. 

She glanced up at the digital clock, which now told them that they had 
only five minutes left before the eclipse occurred. 

“Halation positive,” she informed her superior calmly. 


Dense clouds of smoke filled the inside of the hut. 

Through the gray, swirling mass they made out the evil tongues of flame 
darting up the front of the building. Already the heat was getting to them, 
but they knew that they would die of asphyxiation before they died of 
burns. It was a cruel kind of mercy. 

Coughing, gasping for breath, with tears streaming down his checks, 
Carter still continued to tap out the Morse signals on Koenig’s wrist. He 
knew the code by heart now. Besides which, Koenig had been forced to stop 
talking. But soon even that became impossible. They stopped coughing, 
already half-dead, and waited listlessly to die, their eyes bulging from their 
sockets. 


When Carter awoke, the bare interior of the geodesic dome gradually 
sharpened into resolution. 

Slowly, he took in what had happened and before moving, before trying 
to do anything, he heaved a huge sigh of relief. He sat perfectly still while 


every cell in his body drank in the wonders of the new lease on life that had 
been granted to him. 

Then he opened his eyes again and began unstrapping himself. He helped 
Koenig unfasten his straps, then stood up and walked shakily out of the 
plastic transference chamber with its complex arrays of circuitry and 
equipment—now silent and dead. 

There was a strong tang of ozone in the air—an odor that was infinitely 
preferable to burning pine wood. 

The transference dome and its console were deserted. 

Drunkenly, he looked behied him. 

Koenig was trying to lift Helena’s unconscious form from her chair, so he 
returned. When he emerged again, helping to support the ailing doctor, the 
dome had filled with happy Alphans. They had rushed in from the 
Command Center to see if the reverse transference had really been 
conducted as safely as their instruments told them. 

“Tt worked!” Verdeschi cried out. He and Maya were in the lead and ran 
forward to greet them, with Mathias and Vincent close behind. The two 
doctors quickly took charge of Helena. 

“Soon have her on her feet,” Vincent beamed when he was told what had 
happened. “Down on Earth they’re so uncivilized, but up here on Moon 
Base Alpha we’re quite advanced, actually.” 

“You know,” Koenig smiled wryly when they were through with the 
hugging, “when I think of all the events we could have been part of, it was 
bad luck to draw Scotland in 1339.” 

“Sure, we might have caught the Massacre of St. Bartholomcw, the 
Spanish Inquisition, the retreat from Moscow, the sinking of the Titanic or 
the London blitz!” Carter grinned, surprising them with his knowledge. 

Maya looked at him wide-eyed, shaking her head. “With a history like 
that, who wants to go back to Earth, anyway?” 

They walked back to the Command Center. In Maya’s question hung a 
sweet, bitter irony. No, it didn’t really matter to them if they didn’t go back 
to an Earth poisoned with insecticide and dried into a desert. But yes it did. 
They did want to return to Earth again... to the Earth they remembered. To 
the Earth they loved and cherished. They wanted to go back with all their 
aching hearts. Logan, the bungling, well-intentioned scientist, had reminded 


them of their dream, had given three of them a precious sampling. But the 
brief moment of contact was now irredeemably lost. 


CHAPTER 
EIGHT 


The moment of contact was now probably lost—not only for one hundred 
years, but forever. 

For ahead of them in space, on the mad course that the rogue Moon was 
taking, the galaxy itself was now coming to an end. 

The Moon was gradually approaching the galaxy’s rim, where the 
millions of blazing stars petered out into the infinite deeps of the universe, 
the fathomless, everlasting seas of nothing that existed between the 
galaxies. 

It was hurtling on its final trajectory. 

Previously, successive time warps had thrown the Moon from one galaxy 
to another; it had never had to enter the great intergalactic gulfs. The 
population of human castaways it carried had never had to survive on a 
world without neighbors to help or hinder. They had always had rapport of 
some kind with other civiiizations, bleak and unpromising though this had 
often been. The Alphans had always had the chance either to find their way 
back home to Earth or to find a new home. 

Now, with another golden opportunity lost, their chances of long-term 
survival looked very slim. 

Grimly, Koenig gazed at the last few stars depicted on the Big Screen in 
the Command Center—the screen that had, in the past, been crammed with 
so many worlds. The last time warp had thrown the Moon near the rim of 
Galaxy M31, and that was where they now were. Ironically, M31 wasn’t 
dissimilar to their own native galaxy, the Milky Way. It was roughly the 
same shape and size. It was also its neighbor. But the distances that 
separated it from neighbors, even the Milky Way, were so stupendous that 
the Alphans would have died out a hundred times over by the time they had 
arrived at a new galaxy. For the rest of their lives, after the few lone outpost 
worlds they were approaching had been passed, they would not see another 
star. There would be no more chances to survive. 


In the same vicinity of space as the outpost stars, the Moon Base sensors 
had also picked up a mysterious object travelling toward them. The object 
was small, but it was fast. It was still many millions of miles from them and 
appeared to have come up at them from a direction along the rim. It was 
radiating a force field and had an active power source, but no life form 
signals. They presumed, therefore, that it was a robot device of some kind. 
Friend or foe—or plain, neutral—it also constituted the last potential 
contact with another race that they would be receiving. 

The one unnerving aspect about the UFO was that it was headed toward 
them; it had a fix on their trajectory. It made them wonder what it or its 
builders needed of them. They wondered what business brought it to be in 
such a remote region in the first place. 

“Component sensor readings coming in,” Maya informed them, leaning 
forward in her seat in order to study a newly arrived print-out. She frowned. 
“Carbon, hydrogen, argon, rebillium, oxygen, sulphur...” She reeled off 
more names of the chemical elements, many of which were gaseous. 

“Raw matter?” Koenig asked-her. 

“More than that—they’re mixed up in a kind of gas cloud!” she 
exclaimed in mystification. “Then, how come it’s—” 

“Being driven by an energy source, and how come it has a force field? 
Right on.” Koenig nodded. “That’s what I would like to know.” 

His demeanor had changed abruptly from one of wary curiosity and 
melancholy to one of alarm. Many other Alphans who had also been 
pondering their fate suddenly snapped to attention. 

“Expanding and solidifying,” Verdeschi called from his console. 

“Alan, density and volume?” Koenig asked Carter sharply. The 
Australian was operating the console directly in front of him. He hit 
switches and stabbed at buttons. 

“Tt’s big, John,” he said. “About a cubic kilometer big.” 

“My guess is, a spaceship,” Verdeschi told them, staring at the Big 
Screen, which now showed the UFO. “Only it’s travelling as pure matter. 
Nothing else could explain it.” 

Further baffled by his speculation, they gazed on in silence as the cloud 
grew in size. It became the size of a football. 

“Magnify!” Koenig ordered. 


It swelled abruptly to fill the screen. Now they could see clearly the 
billowing, colored mass of gases that composed it. The gases seemed to fly 
in rippling, interrelating sheets. They glowed lurid, a polychrome hue, as 
though ionized. 

As they watched, the shapes and colors gradually blurred, shrinking in 
size and dissolving into the outlines of a large ship. It was still speeding 
toward them. 

“Right first time,” Koenig muttered to the Security Chief. “Sahn, make 
contact.” He rose from his seat and joined Verdeschi. The Security Chief 
was working furiously, analyzing the new information that his sensors were 
picking up. 


“No hostile movements,” he informed the Commander. He tore off a print- 
out. “A meson converter! I thought so.” 

Koenig nodded gravely. “A means of converting matter to energy and 
back again...” 

“And shifting it through space almost instantaneously,” the other added. 

“We have a life form signal now,” Maya called out suddenly. 

“Sahn, have we got contact?” Koenig whirled around to face Sandra 
Benes’s replacement operative, an alert, attractive dark-haired girl in her 
mid-twenties. 

“Not yet, John,” she answered. She was efficiently punching 
communicator buttons on her console. “Whoever they are, they don’t seem 
to be responding.” 

Enormously big, the alien ship grew larger as they watched. Nose on, it 
looked like a black tailless barrage balloon... like a large, sinister space 
whale. 

Koenig ran back to his console and stabbed at it. He got the weapons 
section. “Activate radiation screens.” 

Verdeschi looked white. “It’s not stopping... only one minute to collision 
at the rate it’s travelling.” 

“Tt must have seen us!” Carter gasped. 

“Red alert!” Koenig slammed his hand down on the Red Alert button. 
Instantly the Moon Base became pandemonium of scurrying figures rushing 


to their emergency posts. “Defense crews into position if you have time!” 
he added fiercely, under his breath. 

“Surface Eagles to underground hangars!” Carter gave the instruction to 
retract the Eagle Ships from their ramps and tuck them safely away beneath 
the lunar surface. The impact that the Moon would make with the 
approaching maniac might seriously damage them. 

“All non-active personnel into protective areas and stand by,” Koenig 
finished his series of announcements. 

“Ten seconds...” Verdeschi counted. “Five... It’s through our screens!” 

“Wait—” Koenig began, but he and the rest of the Command Center 
personnel were abruptly bathed in a brilliant, blinding white light. 

The magnesium brightness appeared to emanate from nowhere, although 
it seemed to be at its brightest around Maya’s console. Shielding their eyes 
with their arms, they were able, with difficulty, to discern her writhing 
shape. While they were unhurt, she was moaning and contorting in agony. 
As they gazed helplessly on, the light flared even more brilliantly around 
her, cocooning her with its fierce rays, and she crashed forward on her 
console. Crying, screaming, and still twisting, she rolled sideways and fell 
heavily to the floor. 

The light followed her. It blazed around her again, then faded away 
completely. 

Still fighting to see through the after-images that burned in their eyes, 
Verdeschi and Carter ran forward to assist her. Koenig put out a hurried 
emergency call for Helena, forgetful for the moment that the imminent 
collision point had passed—and not occurred. He seemed more interested 
now in what Maya was shouting. 

In her agony, the Psychon was shouting out a word. It was the same 
word, repeated over and over again—and by the look of terror mixed in 
with the pain on her face, it was intended as a warning. 

“Dorcons! Dorcons!” 


CHAPTER 
NINE 


Frail and wizened with the experience and learning of great age, the great 
oyerlord of Dorcon sat in regal splendor in the stateroom of the alien craft. 
His name was Archon, his small, nut-like body scarcely visible in the folds 
of the garments and richly embroidered blankets. But his aura of power was 
unmistakable. It radiated off him at the merest lifting of a finger or the 
raising of an eyebrow. 

By his side on the royal dais stood a young, handsome man still caught in 
the fleeting fullness of youth—Malic, Archon’s ambitious nephew. There 
was a distinct cruelness about this person’s mouth and eyes. The eyes 
themselves never rested long on anything, darting about restlessly from 
object to object, accusing the world of betraying their owner. He looked 
overburdcned with premature independence and with responsibilities that 
had crept up on him too soon in life—an adultness which he would rather 
not have but with which he was unwillingly courted. 

Facing both of them was a tall, graceful woman with a beauty renowned 
throughout Dorcon. She was, probably, the most beautiful woman in old 
Archon’s service. As Archon liked to surround himself with beautiful 
women, perhaps to remind himself of his youth, for he was now totally 
impotent, and she was beautiful indeed. 

Malic’s face twisted with sudden bitterness and hatred at her intrusion. 
He whirled around to face his uncle. “Ignore her, Uncle. Give the order to 
invade.” 

“And if they resist?” Varda, the woman, put in a quick question before 
Archon could be swayed by his nephew’s madness. 

Malic turned to her and scoffed proudly. “Naturally, they will be 
destroyed.” 

Softly, maddeningly, she said, “We need their cooperation, Malic.” 

“You choose to grovel to these primitives?” the young man shouted, 
growing red in the face. 


Varda’s jaw tightened. “I will conduct this operation as I see fit!” 

“T command this ship!” the other almost shrieked. 

The wrinkles on Archon’s aged face suddenly moved in an intimation of 
weariness. He raised his jewelled hands for silence. His audience obeyed, 
and he turned to Malic. “Consul Varda commands you as I command her. 
Your advice is rejected, nephew.”. 

There was a moment’s tense silence while the ship’s young commander 
considered the implications of these words—not the implications for him, 
but the implications he planned for his uncle and the loyalist woman. His 
eyes flashed darkly; his face grew rigid with suppressed emotion. Without 
another word and without the customary form of obeisance to his ruler, he 
turned on his heel and strode out of the room. 

Unperturbed, Archon’s eyes rotated back to Varda inside their drying, 
fleshy beds. “Arrange it how you must. But get that Psychon.” 

Aware that Archon was in need of rest, and satisfied that she had 
managed to keep the unstable Malic in his place, she bowed her head in 
respect and parted. But as she walked hurriedly along the ship’s corridors 
she feared for herself. She knew that Malic and the men he commanded 
would eventually get their own way. With a ruler as weak and impotent as 
Archon, it was only a question of time. 


The pain had subsided, leaving Maya feeling wasted and empty inside. 
Verdeschi lifted her to her feet and walked her back to her console. 

“T’m okay now, thank you,” she told him, brushing strands of hair from 
her face. She smiled bravely. 

Verdeschi was about to ask her what she knew of the strange ship and its 
inhabitants when Sahn announced that contact had been made. 

The unblemished, graceful beauty of Varda appeared on the Big Screen, 
and they looked up in awe. She was so like them in appearance, yet she had 
an air of supremacy about her. She seemed relaxed and friendly, almost to 
the point of being condescending. 

“Greetings, Commander,” she said warmly. “I am Consul Varda. We’ve 
journeyed through half the galaxy to meet you people.” 

“We’re flattered, Consul,” Koenig told her guardedly. He eyed her 
shrewdly. “May we know why?” 


“We need your cooperation, Commander,” her smiling, youthful face 
replied. 

“We are always interested in peaceful cooperation,” Koenig told her. 

She sensed his reticence. Her smile vanished, and she stiffened. “I 
represent the Imperial Archon, Supreme Leader of the Federated Worlds of 
Dorcon.” 

Maya strained violently forward in her seat, knocking aside Verdeschi’s 
restraining arm. “Dorcons!” She almost spat at the face. It was not an 
exclamation of surprise, but one of scorn, for she already knew full well 
who their visitors were. 

“That is correct,” Varda spoke frozenly. There was an element of loathing 
in her voice now. 

Koenig tensed, remembering the word that Maya had moaned out in her 
pain. “How can we help you, Consul?” 

“Our scanners have dctected an alien female among your people... a 
Psychon.” She pronounced the word with distaste. “Is that correct?” 

Verdeschi stepped forward hotly. “What do you want with her?” 

“We must ask you to hand her over.” 

“We’|l do nothing of the kind,” Koenig retorted indignantly. 

There was a pause, then the winsome smile crept back on the alien 
woman’s face. “Commander, we’ve scanned your base. Your people are in 
need of technical assistance.” Again she paused and this time there was a 
strong element of suggestiveness in her manner. “We can help you.” 

There was no pause while Verdeschi shouted out, “No deal!” 

Koenig nodded in agreement, and there was a general murmur of protest 
at the Consul’s loathsome bargain. Varda flared angrily. 

“Refuse and we’ || take her—by force!” 

“You came in peace, remember!” Koenig reminded her. He turned 
abruptly to Verdeschi. “Activate surface lasers.” To Carter he said. “Combat 
Eagle alert.” 

While the two moved to carry out his orders, Varda decried his decision 
in no uncertain terms. “Stupid, primitive man. You have condemned your 
people to death!” 

“Goodbye, Consul,” Koenig said firmly. He extended his arm to depress 
the button that would cut her off. But before he could do so, Maya cried out, 
“No, John! She’Il do it. The Dorcons can and will destroy Alpha.” 


“Listen to her, Commander,” Varda hissed at him. “Heed her advice.” 

But Koenig did not need to heed. He knew full well where his duties lay. 
He was suficiently clever not to fall for a bluff, and the Dorcons had tried 
once already to frighten them with their dramatic tactics. Even if they did 
prove to be superior in warfare, as Maya had assured him—and he had no 
reason to doubt her word—he would still never allow himself to be cajoled 
into submission by words. 

Impassively, he hit the cut-out switch, banishing Consul Varda’s face 
from the screen. He continued with his preparations for Red Alert. 

“We can rule out a full-scale attack,” an appreciative Maya told him. She 
had recovered from her ordeal and worked intently at her console, carrying 
out his orders as well as any of the others. His support had boosted her 
spirits. “They need me alive, John.” 

“They’ll have to come and get you,” he told her grimly. He wondered 
why they needed her. 

“What makes you so sure they’!] come?” 

“Wouldn’t you, if the price was immortality?” she asked him. 

He stared blankly at her. “What do you mean?” 

“They want the Psychon brain stem, John.” 

“Brain stem?” He and Verdeschi almost stopped working. They glanced 
sharply at one another. 

“Yes—mine,” she continued bitterly. “Once grafted to a Dorcon brain, 
the result is immortality.” She paused, remembering. “Psychon and Dorcon 
were nearly always at war. In the days when our society was strong, they 
hunted down many of us and killed us.” She looked half-fearfully, half- 
guiltily, at them. “I honestly thought they would have given up now that I’m 
probably the last Psychon alive... except for Dorzak, of course.” She 
shuddered, remembering the despotic Dorzak who had almost destroyed the 
Moon Base in his ruthless attempts at tyranny. When they had defeated him, 
he had been taken away by the Crotons and imprisoned. 

Verdeschi slammed his hand down on his console. “It’s obscene!” 

“And quite simple,” she added. “A precise surgical transfer.” 

Verdeschi moved angrily toward her. “That’s enough!” 

Again, Maya seemed worried for her friends, the Alphans. She turned in 
an appeal to Koenig. “Let me go, John. There’s still time for you.” 

Verdeschi grabbed her violently. “Shut up, Maya!” 


Koenig reached out a restraining hand and placed it on the Security 
Chief’s shoulder. “Easy Tony... she’s not going anywhere.” 

Deeply upset, Maya shook her head. “Then prepare to die.” She looked 
around her through the tears. “I mean it. All of you.” 


“They refused?” Archon queried of Varda dryly. He did not seem to be 
upset. 

“T knew it!” Malic exploded. 

Varda ignored the incensed star ship commander. “They are deeply loyal 
to the Psychon.” 

“How noble!” Malic spat, scathingly. 

“You promised you’d get her, Varda,” Archon murmured in a soft, 
threatening voice that made Varda’s insides turn to jelly. 

“So I shall,” the Consul put in hastily. “But I need time, Archon.” 

“Time to waste more time!” Malic scoffed harshly. 

Archon’s wrinkles stopped moving. He looked as though he had died. 
“Consul Varda,” he said abruptly, making her jump, “do they realize we 
have the power to destroy them?” 

“Yes, Archon, but—” 

“Then demonstrate that we have the will to use it!” His voice rose from a 
murmur to the level of normal conversation. It was the loudest he had 
spoken for several months, and Varda quivered in fear as she bowed and 
scraped her way out of his sacred room of state. 


Maya stared grimly at the indicators on her console. They were flashing 
warningly. 

“John! Energy build-up!” 

The attack had commenced. 

“Source?” Koenig asked, perhaps unnecessarily. 

“The Dorcon ship.” 

The big black vessel had been brought back on the screen again. After it 
broke through their defense shields not many moments ago and then 
bombarded them with the white death light, it had come to a halt, scarcely a 
hundred miles from the lunar surface. Now it was holding itself there as if 


by magic, defying the Moon’s gravity. As Maya announced her readings, 
ports in its massive, black hull began glowing ominously. 

“This is it,” Verdeschi told them. 

Koenig stabbed at a button and put out a last command. “Damage crews 
—stand by for action.” In the Moon Base a group of Alphans with fire- 
fighting equipment and wearing protective fire suits rushed to key points in 
the corridors. 

They were as ready as they could possibly be. Lethal batteries of lasers 
on the Moon’s surface were raised for firing. Eagle war ships had been 
positioned ready for launching. Medical and all other emergency crews had 
been put on standby for immediate action. 

“Stand by, non combatants,” Koenig broadcast reassuringly to the two 
hundred and fifty-plus Alphans on the base. “Remain in protective areas 
until further notice.” 

As he spoke, the ports on the black Dorcon craft let loose a sudden, rapid 
stream of energy bolts. The bolts struck them almost instantaneously, and 
they were rocked gently by a distant explosion. A winking light on a 
diagrammatic map of the Base told them that an outlying storage building 
on the surface had been struck and completely demolished. 

“We’re under attack. Retaliate!” Koenig commanded savagely. 

Carter, who was installed at the weaponry console, obeyed instantly. 
They watched with gratification as several dense clusters of laser beams 
lanced up from the surface guns. They were the most powerful lasers 
mankind had been able to devise, and when they hit something they usually 
vaporized it... 

But the beams were reflected harmlessly off the monstrous hull, causing 
the Command Center personnel to gape with incredulity. They cried out in 
fear as another volley of energy bolts left the glowing war ports and 
destroyed one of their laser batteries. A third volley effortlessly demolished 
a second battery, and a third. 

“Lasers knocked out!” Carter shouted, aghast. “Perimeter Areas Four, 
Nine, and Six destroyed!” Verdeschi cried. 

Koenig had gone white. “Alan, launch the Eagles.” 

One by one, the proud Eagle ships burned upward in an attempt to blast 
the enemy from the skies. Now, surely, Koenig thought privately to himself, 
we must fight them off. 


But his hopes were quickly dashed. Hardly had their leading ship had a 
chance to rise much above the severe, craggy mountain peaks lining the 
lunar horizon than it was mercilessly picked off. Before their eyes it was 
rent asunder, becoming a ball of raging, fiercely burning fire. 

Appalled, they watched as another Eagle, more gallant than the others, 
drew closer to the Dorcon craft and fired at its underbelly with her laser 
cannons. Her beams of destructive light energy bounced off the ugly, 
impossible carcass. 

Quick to realize their position, Koenig recalled them. The brave fleet 
peeled away, firing their booster rockets, and began their descent. As they 
descended, more energy bolts chased them, and several more of the craft 
were destroyed, erupting in flame. 

They were now forced to concede defeat and lick their wounds. But 
Koenig hesitated, knowing that if they surrendered, they would have to 
hand over Maya. 

“Emergency crews Perimeter Six immediately...” 

“Medical Crew to Perimeter Nine...” 

“Fire Units to Perimeter Two...” 

Frantic orders were flashed across the Moon Base from section to 
section. The rain of Dorcon fire did not let up, and the Base itself was 
quaking almost to destruction. 

“They’re tearing us apart!” Verdeschi yelled. 

The scene in the Command Center had grown desperate, with many of 
the operatives calling out openly to Koenig to deliver Maya to her 
aggressors. 

“She stays!” Verdeschi screamed. 

Koenig thought wildly. Eventually he said, “Sahn, contact the ship.” 

Sobbing, the operative got the alien Consul back on the screen. Her 
beauteous image was flickering, owing to the effects of the disruptive 
energy bolts still streaming down on the base. But a distinct look of triumph 
marked her features. “You’ll give us the Psychon?” she asked. 

“We want to negotiate,” Koenig told her. “Call off the attack.” 

“Negotiate?” Verdeschi’s strained, disbelieving voice sounded. 

“Consul, I said call off the attack!” 

“You know our terms, Commander. No negotiating.” 


Koenig bounded from his console and grabbed Maya. He wrenched her 
from her seat. “All right. Here she is.” He looked up at.the screen. “Look at 
her, Varda, she’s the last living Psychon.” He pulled out his hand laser. 
“Call off the attack—or III kill her.” 

The look of triumph faded from the Consul’s face. There was a long 
pause while the destruction went on and the Moon Base rumbled. Koenig 
looked like a desperate man, and she watched him raise the nozzle of his 
laser closer to the Psychon’s head. 

With a small, sideways glance at someone off-screen, she said, “Cease 
bombardment,” and after a few long moments more, the ominous quaking 
stopped. 


CHAPTER 
TEN 


“Kill the Psychon?” Archon’s dried, trembling lips queried in a voice not 
much above that of a whisper. His wrinkles had set in sudden fury. Purple 
blotches spread like a rash across his wasted cheeks. “Do they think we are 
fools?” 

“They are desperate, Archon.” Varda bowed fearfully before the enraged 
tyrant. 

“Tt’s intolerable!” Archon gasped, almost dying of an apoplexy. 

Malic, who had been standing by observing his uncle’s demeanor and 
hoping that the threatened heart attack would finally claim him before they 
managed to abduct the Psychon, stepped boldly forward. “Let me deal with 
them, Uncle,” he offered. 

“Silence!” Archon’s throat rasped in a futile attempt at savagery. 

“It is my wish to serve you, Uncle” Malic persisted, starting to seethe 
again. 

“You wish my death, boy,” Archon corrected, unexpectedly regaining his 
composure. As Malic’s wrath turned to fear at this disclosure, he continued, 
“But I won’t die—will I, Consul?” 

“You have earned your immortality, Archon,” Varda assured him 
diplomatically. 

“Then get the Psychon... or your life is forfeit!” the sick ruler told her. 
His bony hands made a sudden snatch at the folds of material around his 
heart, and his face contorted with pain. 

Varda departed with a bow. This time she was followed by Malic. 

“Consul Varda,” he called her by her title coldly as he hurried after her 
reluctant figure. “My uncle is a difficult man to serve.” 

“He is Archon,” Varda told him matter-of-factly, knowing what he was 
about to propose to her. 

“And I am the heir to the throne,” he persisted guilefully. 

“Which you will remain, it seems.” 


“Precisely. Do you think it right, Consul?” 

She halted and turned on him. “Archon has given our people peace and 
stability—” 

“T promise them greatness,” he interrupted. His eyes flashed wildly with 
a selfish idealism. 

“If you become Archon...” 

“When I become Archon.” 

“That’s treason, Malic. I’ll have no part in it.” 

He nodded, smiling mysteriously. “Suit yourself. As for its being treason, 
whether it is or it isn’t depends on who is Archon—him or me.” 

He turned arrogantly on his heels and marched away. 

The feeling of nameless terror that had been slowly gathering inside her 
now showed its razor-sharp head. Malic was no longer a powerless 
malcontent; he was in sight of his coup d’état. Perhaps he saw the 
acquisition of this ultimate power as a solution to his ills—and, when he got 
to power, whoever had stood against him would have to be eliminated. 

She strode stiffly into the operations area where two of the ship’s 
technicians were attending to the meson converter. 

“Activate,” she commanded them. 

The technicians obeyed her. Instantly, the spheroid, translucent machine 
that occupied the center of the room began to glow and pulsate. 

“Pinpoint the area where they hold the Psychon.” 

An electronic signal on the console they were working began bleeping 
furiously. “Located,” one of them called out. 

“Lock into converter.” 

“Locked.” 

“Alert Commando Group One for immediate action,” she ordered finally. 
“T shall be waiting here for them.” She clenched her jaw aggressively. 

This time she would make sure she got what she wanted. 


The toll of dead and injured, destruction and damage mounted as Koenig sat 
ashen-faced at his console. He listened numbly as Verdeschi, Carter, and 
Maya reported the latest snippets of information as they were received. 
Gradually, the complete, horrifying picture was emerging—of a Moon Base 
badly crippled, its armory virtually knocked out, and its manpower severely 


demoralized. What was most difficult to swallow was that the Dorcons had 
only put on a display; had they made all-out war on them they would now 
not exist at all. Only Maya’s presence had saved them although, looked at 
from another angle, “only” Maya’s presence had gotten them into trouble in 
the first place. 

“We’ve got every exit sealed and covered in case they try to board us,” 
Verdeschi told him from his console. 

“Dorcons, Tony... sealed doors won’t stop them,” Koenig reminded him. 
“The meson converter you detected.” He turned to Maya, puzzled. “Why 
haven’t they beamed themselves down here already?” 

She fell unexpectedly silent. A look of remorse crossed her features, and 
Verdeschi looked at her in alarm again. 

“They’re scared, John,” she explained at length. “They have to play it 
cautiously, as they may not get to me in time.” She sighed. “My people 
have never allowed themselves to be taken alive.” 

“No!” Verdeschi shouted, on his feet again. “I won’t take that!” He strode 
over to her and put his arms about her. “You mustn’t say that.” 

“Tony, I have to—” she began, intending to explain to him the 
importance to her of her racial pride, but she was cut off by the sudden re- 
arrival in the Command Center of the white light. 

The light throbbed and hung menacingly in the center of the room, 
causing them all to stop work. As though surveying them, it moved from 
console to console, eventually stopping close to Koenig’s. It hung 
motionlessly in the air, blinding them with its intensity. 

Maya stiffened like a wild animal. She rose from her console, pushing 
Verdeschi’s possessive arm from around her shoulders. “They’ve come for 
me! I must...” She turned wildly to Verdeschi and attacked him. “Give me 
your gun!” She tried to wrestle his laser gun from him. The desperate look 
of a cornered beast was in her eyes. 

“No! You’re... not... going... to...” Verdeschi told her firmly, trying to 
restrain her and defend himself at the same time. 

As they fought, the globe of light decided that the moment was right, and 
it grew in brilliance, filling the room again with painful brightness. When it 
subsided, this time the silhouettes of four figures could be seen 
materializing out of its strange ether. The Alphans recognized Varda, who 
looked infinitely more desirable and stunning in the flesh. By her side stood 


three armed guards who instinctively backed toward each other as soon as 
they arrived and warily waved their guns around them. 

The Command Center froze—Koenig caught half in and half out of his 
seat, on his face a hostile expression of surprise and antagonism; Maya and 
Verdeschi intertwined with each other like grotesque statues. 

Finally, Varda smiled and moved toward Maya. She motioned to her 
blank-faced guards to follow her. They moved, crab-wise, after her. 

“Commander, you have capitulated.” She spoke velvetly to Koenig 
without looking at him. “And, Psychon you’re mine.” 

With a swift movement of her arm she withdrew a torch-like weapon 
from her belt. She was about to raise it and point it at Maya when an 
Alphan guard who had been about to enter the Command Center now did so 
—with his laser rifle raised to his shoulder. He fired before the Dorcon 
guards could respond, charring one of them to a solid black ash. But before 
he could pick off the other two, they responded and returned the fire. He 
collapsed with a sharp cry of pain. 

“Tell your people not to try anything else or I shall order my guards to 
kill everyone in the room,” Varda said coldly, still with her back to Koenig. 

Koenig’s jaws tightened. He let himself fall slowly back into his chair. 
The rest of the personnel in the Center did the same thing. For the moment 
there was nothing else they could do. 

Varda’s eyes had never strayed off Maya since she had first caught sight 
of her, and now she prepared again to raise the implement she held in her 
hand. 

The maddened, indignant glint in Maya’s eyes abruptly intensified. With 
a strength Verdeschi had never felt in her before, except in one of her 
transformations, she shook off his hold and whipped around him, 
withdrawing his gun from behind. Using his body as cover she quickly set 
its dial on Kill and thrust its blunt nose at her temple. 

“Maya!” Koenig screamed out, aghast. He leaped from his seat and 
advanced toward her, stopped only by the evil-looking guards. “While 
there’s life, there’s hope,” he pleaded. “Throw the gun away.” 

Some element of concern, of love, in his spontaneous reaction to her 
attempt at suicide managed to percolate through to her. While the room 
waited tensely, speculating on the next stage of the drama, she gradually 
lowered the gun and let it drop to the floor. 


Varda, whose features had frozen again at the thought of losing her prey, 
imperceptibly breathed a sigh of relief. She smiled once more. “Thank you, 
Commander. You have rendered us a service of immense value. We have 
what we want. Now you and your people may depart in peace.” 

She motioned to her guards to take the Psychon. They complied, still 
back to back, still pointing their guns at all and sundry. Verdeschi strained 
toward them, face contorted with anger, balled fists clamped by his sides. 
The three invaders and their captive were soon standing together. Before 
anything else could go wrong for them, Varda quickly made an adjustment 
to a control on her belt. 

The group shimmered as the meson light began emanating around them. 
The light grew in intensity, eventually becoming the fierce globe of 
whiteness once more. It pulsated briefly, then faded away, leaving only the 
charred remains of the Dorcon guard lying bent on the floor and the acrid, 
sweet smoke that his burning body had produced. 

In the after-glare of the light still pounding in their reeling minds the 
Alphans who were left in the Command Center did not immediately realize 
that their Commander’s seat was empty, and that he was not to be found in 
the room. 


“Commander!” Varda exclaimed in horrified surprise as Koenig 
materialized alongside her and her party inside the Dorcon ship’s operations 
area. 

Grimly, Koenig launched himself forward, firing at one of the shocked 
guards. He crumpled and fell, stunned. The other guard let go of Maya and 
spun around, skillfully catching Koenig in the chest with a blast from his 
gun. He, too, fell. 

“John!” Maya screamed out. She rushed toward him and knelt by his 
inert body, feeling to see whether it was still alive. 

“Get her!” Varda hissed to the remaining guard. Expressionlessly the 
guard stepped forward and hauled Maya off the body. He forced her upright 
and pressed his gun into her back. 

“Consul Varda!” A crooning, aged voice drifted across the room. Varda 
looked up to see Archon smiling and nodding graciously. “Is this the 
Psychon?” Varda nodded, and he tottered laboriously to Maya and inspected 


her as a slaughterer would inspect his death stock. “I am well pleased, I am 
well pleased.” He turned to the guard and with a cold, wizened face of 
authority said, “Prepare her for immediate transfer surgery.” As the guard 
dragged the unwilling Maya away, he said to Varda, “The alien commander 
—kill him.” 

Varda nodded. “I shall, Archon. The moment the converter coils have 
recharged.” 


A pool of violet, irradiated light coldly bathed Maya where she lay. She had 
been paralyzed like a helpless insect, pinned to an operating couch by the 
invisible weights of a drug that left her mind active and her body leaden. 
The violet light, she knew, was a sterilizing ray, and the mad figures leaning 
over her were preparing to operate. 

She knew they were triumphant in their actions. Over the years they had 
prepared painstakingly for this moment. Many times before they had tried 
to capture a Psychon and failed. Except for one case, long before she had 
been born, their instruments of surgery had never been put to the operation 
they had been designed for. Imprisoned, her raging eyes stared out at them 
accusingly as she vainly wished to herself that she had killed herself in the 
Command Center while she had the chance. She felt that she had let down 
the whole of her vanquished race of Psychons. Because of her action of 
folly it seemed as though they had died in vain. 

“Don’t worry, Psychon,” Varda told her, a strange uncharacteristic 
gentleness now on her face. “A brief moment of pain and it will be over.” 
She turned to her surgeons. “You’re sure she can’t transform?” 

“Not while the paralyzing drug is active,” they assured her. 

“Inform me the moment you are ready to transfer,” she told them, turning 
to leave. 

“Yes, Consul,” they said, obediently. 

As she left the room the surgeons activated the apparatus they were going 
to use, and Maya watched in terror as a large transparent hood was slowly 
lowered over her head. She felt a moment of pain as thin beams of colored 
light sprang from electrodes inside it then blackness. 


The dim outlines of the giant meson transporter swam into Koenig’s 
consciousness as he came around from the numbing effects of the Dorcon 
stun-gun. Standing in front of him was the guard he had failed to hit; but 
between him and the guard was a window of some kind. 

It was a cubicle and, he slowly realized, he was imprisoned inside it. The 
guard noticed that he had awakened and raised his gun to let Koenig see 
that he would use it if he had to. Koenig understood. Slowly, he let his head 
fall back into his hands an attitude of despair. 

He waited. 

After what seemed an age, Varda entered. Koenig sprang to his feet 
inside his confined prison. At a nod from Varda, the guard opened a door in 
its side and let him out. 

“Where is she, Varda?” 

“Forget the Psychon, Commander,” she told him harshly, and, he thought, 
a trifle guiltily. He frowned. 

“What have you done to her?” he asked. 

“Surgical transfer required preparation...” 

“She’s still alive?” 

“Yes.” She looked impassive. 

“You’re a civilized being,” he pleaded with her. “How could you permit 
this butchery?” 

“She won’t suffer...” she stated uncomfortably. She said this as though 
more to convince herself, he felt. 

He was about to press her further when a technician who had been 
working on the transporter called over to her. “Consul, we’re almost ready 
to transport.” 

“Your time’s up, Commander.” Varda turned back to him. “We’re sending 
you back to your own people.” 

He looked wildly around for some way of stalling. But there was none. 

“Invading your base temporarily drained the transporter’s power,” Varda 
explained to him. Distractedly, he listened. He said the first words that came 
into his head in order to delay the procedure. 

“A meson converter... a machine that transmits matter. I’m impressed, 
Consul,” he said as convincingly as he could. 

A beam of light began forming above the machine as he spoke. 


“Antimatter coils recharged,” the technician called. “Sixty seconds to full 
transporter power.” 

The guard prodded him toward it. 

“Antimatter?” Koenig queried. Now he was genuinely impressed—and 
more than interested. 

“The source of its power, Commander,” the Consul explained. “Nature’s 
own demon caged.” She added, “If unleashed, it could tear space itself 
apart.” 

A console monitor bleeped and the face of one of the surgeons appeared 
on its screen. Chillingly, it announced the inevitable. “We’re ready for 
transfer surgery, Consul.” 

“Excellent.” Varda hesitated, having hoped to see Koenig off first. She 
had been instructed to kill him but had seen no reason in the old Archon’s 
demand. The way events were turning, the reality and the morality of what 
they were doing were beginning to worry her. One killing was enough. 

She turned on the guard. “You. Stay and see that he returns the moment 
the beam is functional.” To Koenig, she said, “Goodbye, Commander.” She 
wheeled about and left the room. 

“Ready to transport,” the technician informed the guard almost as soon as 
she had gone. As expressionlessly as ever, the guard motioned to Koenig. 
Like a wooden puppet, stiffened by the conflicting impulses that raged 
inside him, Koenig moved step by step toward the machine. 

He had hardly reached the entrance when an abrupt gasp of pain sounded 
from behind him, followed by a loud thud. 

He turned—and stared unbelievingly at Malic, who was waving to him to 
stand aside. 

“You’re free, alien,” the youthful Dorcon, whom Koenig was unable to 
recognize, told him. There was a bitter twistedness in his eyes and Koenig 
hesitated, suspecting treachery. 

“T said you’re free!” the Dorcon shouted angrily. “Go!” 

Koenig moved warily to the doorway and rushed through it and out into 
the corridor, watched by a weirdly smiling Malic. 


CHAPTER 
ELEVEN 


“Archon...” 

A soft, urgent voice cut through his sleeping. His weary mind protested; 
his ailing flesh craved release, to be allowed to sink again into the sanctuary 
of sleep. 

“Tt is time...” A gentle hand shook him. 

“So! I dream an old man’s dream of death,” he whispered back to the 
voice he knew to be Varda’s, “and find you here to arrange my 
immortality.” 

He opened his eyes and struggled to rise. She moved to support him and 
guide him off the dais and into his small, motorized runaround. 

They moved quickly along the corridors to the operating area. 

Maya was unconscious, bathed in the colored light. Her skin was wan 
and smooth as in death. Aided by Varda and the surgeons, Archon’s frail 
body was gently lowered beside her on a separate couch. His eyes had 
closed again and he felt at peace at last—the peace of knowing that his 
struggles, the humiliations of his worthless body, were over, that a new life 
and a new lease of power were to be his. 

The doors to the room burst open and a guard ran in, shattering his 
tranquillity with loud, uncouth words. “Consul, the alien Commander has 
escaped!” 

His body tensed again, and he groaned. Once more he pulled himself 
together, wondering whether he would be able to stand the strain. “Find 
him,” he wheezed to Varda. “My Medical Officer will do what is necessary 
here.” 

Varda’s face drained of its color. She trembled. To a waiting guard she 
said, “Come with me.” 


Still uncertain of the Dorcon’s intentions, Koenig fled on down the 
corridors. He wasn’t stopping just yet to discover why he had been released. 


The ship’s inside was much vaster than he had suspected, though, and he 
wasn’t making much progress. 

Till now he had managed to evade guards and other Dorcon personnel by 
hiding in rooms and flattening hirnself into convenient recesses. But now, 
suddenly, more guards were appearing, and they seemed to be looking for 
him. Someone had raised the alarm. 

He reached the blind end of a corridor, trapped. In desperation he looked 
around him, noticing at last a ventilation duct in the ceiling. It was covered 
with a sturdy-looking grill to which he reached, hooking his fingers through 
the holes. Growing shouts and the quickening clatter of feet from behind 
him made him tug at the grill with far greater strength than he would 
normally have done. Hands gashed and bloodied, he eventually managed to 
wrench the obstruction from its place and, by angling it edge on, push it 
through the aperture. Then he jumped up and pressed himself through with 
his straining arms. He just had sufficient time to crawl exhaustedly inside 
and replace the grill from the inside when Varda and a party of guards 
appeared below. He withdrew hastily from sight. 

The duct, at this point, was spacious. It curved away from him into the 
distance and it struck him that it would make a far safer and more 
convenient avenue of travel than the corridors. As he had no true idea of the 
ship’s layout, it wouldn’t make much difference from that respect, either... 
to whether he managed to find Maya in time or not. 

He set out on all fours, crawling and slipping along against a warm 
headwind of circulating air. 


In the confusion, Malic’s blood surged triumphantly as he arrived at the 
door leading into the operating area. 

When the two pasty-faced guards who had been posted outside saw him 
they stepped in his path and levelled their guns. 

“T’m sorry, Excellency,” one of the guards told him. 

“You refuse me, your commander, entry to the Archon?” He feigned rage. 

“Consul Varda’s orders, Excellency.” 

He turned as though to storm angrily away. Then, swiftly, he spun 
around, revealing his gun bencath his dress and firing its crippling ray 


pointblank at them. None the wiser, they collapsed to the floor, allowing 
him to enter. 

Inside, the operating area was quiet. Gowned figures, Archon’s own 
Medical Officer amongst them, were gathered over the twin couches where 
the two corpse-like patients lay. 

“Has the transfer taken place?” he called softly. 

The Medical Officer turned around. “Not yet, Excellency.” 

“Thank you.” Malic smiled ambiguously. He walked forward, then again 
drew his gun. He blasted the man down before he could speak. 

Likewise, he dealt with the others. Then he came and stood over the 
unconscious forms. 

“Tt’s all over, Uncle,” he breathed, his body thrilling so that he could 
scarcely get the trembling words out. “For you... For me it’s just 
beginning.” 

He had thought of waking the old ruler before killing him, to have the 
satisfaction of letting him know that he had outwitted him. But there was no 
time. Deftly, he reached toward the medical apparatus that was keeping 
Archon alive. He depressed a button and the twinkling lights on its console 
ceased—as did the shallow heaving of the old man. 

Now, Dorcon and all her Federations and peoples were his. 

He turned his attention to Maya. She would have to be guarded well until 
such time as he was ready to receive her brain stem. He was about to 
disconnect her and have her moved to a more secretive place when a loud 
crash sounded behind him. He whirled around. 

The air-conditioning grill had been burst open and there, poised in front 
of the gaping duct, was the Alphan Commander whom he had allowed to 
escape as part of his take-over plan. With a snarl of rage, mainly at his own 
stupidity for not having taken more stringent precautions, he reached for his 
gun. But Koenig was upon him before he could draw it. 

A heavy blow landed on the sido of his neck, and he felt himself reeling 
across the room, the gun slipping from his grasp. He crashed into the 
cabinet containing the priceless State Treasures, sending them, clattering 
and rolling about the floor. Through darkened vision he saw the determined 
Commander running toward him, and he struggled weakly to rise. A 
second, mind-shattcring blow landed somewhere on his anatomy, and he 
lost consciousness altogether. 


When he awoke, both the Psychon and the Alphan had gone. There was 
only the grim air of death. 

Groggily, he climbed to his feet and reeled over to the communicator. 
Blood pounding madly in his head for vengeance, he stabbed at its controls 
and spat out an announcement of hatred. 

“Dorcons, attention... attention! The Archon is dead. Killed... murdered 
by the alien and his Psychon accomplice. As heir to the throne, I, Malic, 
now assume command.” 

“Find the aliens and kill them. Kill them on sight! Long live Archon!” 
The words crackled and echoed hollowly through the corridors as Koenig 
and Maya, now revived, ran for their lives. 

From behind them as they ran they could hear the chilling shouts of the 
guards shouting, “Long live Malic!” as they began their hunt. 

“The transporter—we must find it,” Koenig panted. “But where?” 

“T think I know,” Maya gasped, fighting to get her breath back after the 
effects of the paralyzing drug. She felt sick and wasted. Her skin had no 
feeling in it. 

She took the route that she vaguely remembered being marched along 
when the guard had first takcn her from the operations to the operating 
Area. The corridors were now thick with guards and it was doubly difficult 
to move at all. Whenever they had to, they shot the robot-like figures down 
with Malic’s gun. At length they were rewarded by the sight of the access 
doors leading to the operations area. 

They rushed headlong inside, smashing open the doors, but they were 
brought face to face with Varda and two more guards. The guards were 
armed with larger, rifle-like guns, and were aiming them directly at them as 
though they had been expecting them. 

Varda’s face had lost much of its health and looks and was no longer 
smiling. “Drop it!” she advised Koenig harshly when she saw him raise his 
weapon. 

Koenig hesitated. 

“Drop it!” she shrieked, her body turning rigid with anger and fear. 
Koenig had no alternative but to comply. He tossed the gun at the guard’s 
feet. 

“Murdering, primitive scum!” she accused them, trembling. 

“You’re wrong—” Koenig began, but she cut him off with another shriek. 


“Silence!” 

The meson matter transporter was now glowing, surrounded by a pule 
aura of golden light, indicating that its cells were charged. Varda and the 
two guards were positioned in front of it, cutting off the Alphans’ only route 
of escape. 

Koenig boldly took another step forward. “You’re wrong, Varda!” 

“You lie!” she still trembled. 

“Get on with it, Consul,” another, softer voice came from the open 
doorway behind them. It was soft, like oil, and equally slippery in tone. 
Without having to turn, Koenig knew who it was. 

There was an uncomfortable pause, during which Varda’s guards 
stiffened to attention. When Varda remained silent, the figure behind them 
paced forward into full view. He now addressed the guards. “Kill them. 
Your Archon commands it.” 

“Ask Malic, Varda!” Koenig shouted tensely at the Consul, whose mind 
was now obviously deeply split by a confiict going on inside her. “Ask him 
who killed the old Archon.” 

Malic’s calm, oily surface began to break. He thrust his head at Varda. 
“Consul, the penalty for disobedience is death.” 

“He killed Archon!” Koenig shouted wildly at her, trying to convince her. 

Varda stepped warily backward. Her eyes flashed accusation. “Malic...” 

Malic was beside himself with sudden, uncontrollable fury. The veins 
swelled perilously out on his neck as he screamed at the guards to carry out 
his command. 

“Imbecile!” Varda shrieked again, lurching out at him. She realized that 
his refusal to defend himself had been an admission of guilt. “What have 
you done?” 

He shook her off and stepped hastily backward. In his eyes was the 
possessed, terrified look of one who had just been attacked not by a fellow 
mortal, but by a demon or a snake. “Disarm her!” he spluttered at the 
guards. 

Prodded at last into action, after battling with their own loyalties, the 
guards stepped forward and took her weapon. 

“You’re insane!” Varda shouted hysterically. 

Now Malic withdrew one of the guards’ hand guns. He raised it, 
intending to stun her and the Alphans and deal with them in his own time, 


when Varda suddenly spun around and dived at the meson transportar 
console. Malic fired at her, but not before she had time to hit one of the 
switches. It was a red switch and it was set well apart from the others. 

“The shield!” Malic gaped in fear as it dawned on him what she had 
done. The meson shield protecting the deadly antimatter energizing force 
inside the transporter had been lifted. In order to have accomplished such an 
operation in one flick of a switch the Consul must have had it all carefully 
arranged beforehand—anticipating his treachery, perhaps? 

“You stupid loyalist!” he blurted out accusingly, empty words flashing 
unbidden into his crumbling mind. 

The decks of the ship began heaving and bucking, throwing them to the 
floor. The guards scrambled to their feet in fear and fled. Malic struggled to 
reach the console. But it was too late. 

The glow around the transportcr had strengthened, threateningly. A 
weird, unearthly whining sound now came from its ungainly coils and 
condensers as the atoms and molecules that composed it—and indeed the 
whole ship—struggled to retain their dominance over the negative-matter 
forces. 

“Transport, quick!” Koenig shouted to Maya over the rising din of 
buckling walls and distant, rumbling explosions. He helped her crawl and 
Slide across the seesawing floor toward the transporter. Its transporting 
chamber, set ready to carry Koenig back to the Moon Base, was open and 
waiting for them. Clinging onto its door ledge with their fingertips, they 
managed to haul themselves inside, praying that before it exploded 
completely it would first carry out its programmed task... 


They spun down a crazy, spiralling corridor of light. Their bodies seemed to 
plow on endlessly through space and time, through planets and stars. 
Gradually, the falling sensation ceased. They came to rest on a firm, hard 
surface. 

The blinding whiteness faded away and through raw, smarting eyes they 
gradually discerned the familiar aspects of the Command Center. 

“John... Maya...!” Verdeschi cried out, running forward to help them. He 
was accompanied by Helena and others who, until that moment, had been 
viewing the great Dorcon ship on the Big Screen with frustration and alarm 


as it began to disintegrate. Now they wore overjoyed expressions on their 
faces, the more so at seeing Maya, for they had expected to find, if anyone 
at all, only Koenig. 

Koenig and Maya clambered thankfully to their feet, then, before 
allowing themselves to recover properly, they turned and faced the screen. 

By far the greater drama now was the doomed Dorcon ship. 

Ragged, jagged holes were appearing in its hull and sides. It was 
gradually dissolving away in patches, as though stricken with a cancer that 
had entered its final stages. It was halating wildly, glowing with the same 
fierce magnesium brilliance that they had grown accustomed to. 

Koenig stared at it in awed silence, thinking of the mad dictator aboard it. 

“Malic finally got what he wanted,” Maya commented, reading his 
thoughts. 

“And had it blow up in his face.” 

He turned away, not wishing to watch more. He sat himself down in his 
console seat instead and rested his head wearily in his hands. 

His body craved rest. But it could not have it—not just yet. 

They were still hurtling onward, on their own path toward destruction. 

A shadow came and stood beside him. It was Helena. He looked up and 
smiled. She slipped her arm around him comfortingly. 

“Maybe some good news to report,” she murmured in his ear. “At last.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Well, for one, you’re back—I thought I’d lost you this time!” She 
shuddered. “For two, that star you asked Carter to keep eye on—the last one 
in the Galaxy. Our computers tell us that we’re heading very close. There’s 
a chance—just a chance—that we’ll be taken into orbit around it. Then,” 
she nibbled at his ear lobe affectionately, “if there’s a decent planet around 
it, we may be able to get off this dreadful lump of rock at last.” 

His smile broadened, and he shook his head. “No, Helena. You’re always 
dreaming up things like that. It’s never happened to us before. It won’t 
now.” 

“You don’t know!” she scolded playfully. “You have to have faith— 
what’s the use of living if you don’t have that?” 

“T do have faith,” he told her, suddenly fierce, “only in myself. In my own 
being, and in my own abilities to survive.” He looked deeply into her eyes. 
“I don‘ believe in miracles.” 


She turned away. This last had unintentionally hurt a little, and he drew 
her back to him. “But I do believe in optimism. You’re right—we must have 
hope...” Hiding the bleak despair he felt inside, he added, “That data Carter 
picked up. Patch me in on it, will you?” 

“Happy to oblige.” She arose. Thoughtfully, he followed behind her. 


CHAPTER 
TWELVE 


Real sunlight beamed down, warming the small clearing in front of the cave 
mouth where they had chosen to pitch their first base. 

There were no impenetrable brown clouds or crippling gravity effects; 
there were no fierce tribes to carry them away. 

The lone outworld had proved a highly desirable place to live—though 
somewhat mysteriously, it appeared to be uninhabited. But their instruments 
had detected a large structure of some kind not far to the west of where they 
had landed. 

Koenig, Carter, and Yuri Salkov, their burly Pioneer Officer, picked their 
way carefully through the lush vegetation as they started out from the busy 
little base camp into the forest interior to try to solve the puzzle. 

At length they found what they were after. It was a large, faceted, golf- 
ball-shaped structure towering above them. It lay like a huge primeval egg 
beneath overgrowing creepers and mosses. 

Koenig walked forward and tapped one of the panels experimentally. 
“Check it for life signs, Yuri,” he commanded. He tured to Verdeschi, still 
running his fingers over the panel. “These look like solar panels for 
trapping sunlight.” 

Salkov slung his instrument carrier to the ground and bent down to open 
it. He soon stood up, clutching a portable life form sensor. Turning around 
to face the dome, he pointed the implement at it. He activated it and 
observed the indicator dials intently. He frowned. 

“The molecular bonding is pretty sophisticated, Commander. Sensor 
beams just bounce off it.” 

They walked around the large golf ball, fighting their way through the 
tall plants and creepers. They were looking for a way in, but there was 
none. 

“There has to be a way in,” Koenig told them. Sweat streamed down his 
face, and he wiped it away in exasperation. “We can’t set up base with this 


thing here without knowing anything about it.” 

They had arrived at the point on the ball’s circumference where they had 
set out. He decided at least to report back to Base and called Verdeschi and 
Joe Lustig on his comlock. Joe Lustig, one of the Moon Base engineers, had 
set out with the Security Chief on a similar survey of their own—to check 
the lie of the land and hunt for possible dangers. 

“Tony...” he began when the other responded, perhaps some few hundred 
yards distant. He was cut off by enthusiastic patter. 

“T was just about to call you, John,” Verdeschi’s tiny face spoke to him ou 
the comlock’s screen. “You should see this place... a valley. It’s perfect for 
us.” 

“Hate to spoil the flow,” Koenig told him, “but we’ve discovered signs of 
civilization here... some kind of sealed living area. Tony, head back 
immediately. I’d like everyone in close until we check it out.” 

“Sure,” Verdeschi replied more soberly. There was a trace of 
disappointment in his voice. 

“Anything else?” Koenig turned back to Salkov, who had re-commenced 
his analysis of the golf ball. 

“Nothing yet,” the bearded officer replied. “We’ll just have to keep trying 
—cut a way in, maybe?” 

Koenig nodded unhappily. 


The first phase of the colonization program was already completed. Survey 
shelters had been erected. Food and instruments had been ferried down 
from the speeding Moon by Eagle carrier and Eagle surveyor. The two ships 
had been launched well in advance of the Moon’s actual passing of the 
planet—in the hope that by the time the Moon and the planet were at their 
closest, the survey team would have given the okay for the second phase to 
commence. This phase involved the evacuation of the largest part of the 
Moon Base equipment and personnel and wouldn’t take place until Koenig 
and Helena were one hundred percent certain of the planet’s safety. After 
the second phase had been mounted, only a skeleton crew would be left 
behind on the Moon—to help organize an immediate re-boarding program 
should any dangers arise. The abandonment of the Moon Base completely 
would constitute the third and final phase. It would take place at the last 


possible moment, after the Moon had reached the point on its trajectory 
where to go farther would take the skeleton crew’s getaway Eagle ship out 
of range. 

The first phase of the program had been completed many times in the 
past, so they had had plenty of practice mounting it. But they rarely had the 
opportunity of mounting the second phase—and none at all of the third 
phase, for they had never yet been able actually to colonize anywhere. 

“Food... water... minerals... that planet is wonderful!” Maya cried, 
translating the rapid data signals as they appeared on the telemetry scanner 
screen. 

“Raw data, Maya,” Helena commented wryly. “We usually wait until the 
computer has processed it.” 

“The computer’s so slow!” the Psychon complained. 

“Only to a Psychon mind!” the doctor retorted. 

Maya looked wistfully at the Big Screen where the First Base was being 
erected. It depicted the rocky cave mouth and the lucky Alphan crew 
scurrying about their business. “I wish we were with them.” She shook her 
head longingly. 

“How do you think I feel?” Helena asked her. “It was I who felt so 
strongly about this planet in the first place. It just isn’t fair that the men 
should have all the fun. But we’ve no need to worry,” she patted Maya on 
the hand, “because I’m still getting hunches about this place. Mark my 
words, we’re about to acquire ourselves a new home.” 


Tall, strange trees with twisted barks and brightly flowering heads rose 
around Verdeschi and Lustig as they made their way back from the 
panoramic valley they had seen from the cliff edge. 

They moved quite fast back to the Base, forcing their way through the 
tangled undergrowth at the base of the trees. Verdeschi was in the lead and 
paced on, oblivious of the fact that Lustig had stopped and was listening to 
something. 

“Hey, Tony,” the engineer called, but Verdeschi failed to hear him. 

A faint humming sound was in the air. It sounded like the angry 
swarming of bees, which was odd, as they had so far detected no insect or 
animal life. 


The noise seemed to emanate from a thicket of bushes bearing large, 
juicy-looking red berries, and Lustig made his way toward them. He pushed 
through their branches, eventually emerging into a small clearing almost 
choked with the encumbrance of one of the flowering trees which had 
toppled across it. 

The sound was at its loudest here, yet he was at a loss to see where it 
came from. He glanced nervously about to see where Verdeschi had got to 
in the wilderness of plant growths, but he couldn’t see him. Suddenly 
afraid, he started tearing frantically at the bushes in order to force his way 
back to him. But the buzzing sound grew intense. It cut through his mind, 
paralyzing him with its numbing vibrations. 

Slowly, he relinquished mental control, unable to prevent the alien 
woodland force from entering him and taking him over. 

The scream of stark terror that was sent ringing through the woodland 
chilled Verdeschi to the core. He turned to see where it had come from, 
realizing in sudden alarm that he had lost the little engineer. He ran back the 
way he had walked to find him. 

The scream had originated from a direction slightly off the route they had 
taken and he made his way toward where he thought he had heard it. He 
waded through the waist-high bushes bearing the red berries. As he did so 
he became aware for the first time of the deep buzzing sound. 

He broke through into the clearing in time to see Lustig swaying erectly 
before him. The engineer’s face was beaded with sweat, and his face was 
contorted in agony. But more startling and horrifying still was the ball of 
swirling, streaming colors that hung in mid-air by his side. it seemed to be 
controlling him in some way, and even as he watched, Lustig raised his arm 
toward him, pointing a laser gun at him. 

“Joe!” Verdeschi shouted in wild alarm. He leaped forward and caught 
the arm before its crazed owner had managed to shoot him. 

The engineer fell backwards, cracking his head sharply against the trunk 
of the fallen tree. Apparently unshaken, he climbed back on his feet, and 
once more raised his gun. This time Verdeschi was more prepared, though, 
and came at him from the side. He tackled him expertly, getting him in a 
hold that he knew his small aggressor wouldn’t be able to break. As he did 
se he caught a momentary glimpse of his glazed, bulging eyes and realized 
that whatever Lustig had been moments ago, he was now mad. He was 


utterly insane. Suddenly a burst of extra strength came from the engineer. 
With quite inhuman strength he forced himself out of Verdeschi’s hold and 
brought his gun nozzle close to his head. 

“Joe!” Verdeschi called out in choked horror. 

Before Lustig could press the firing button they were both abruptly 
enveloped in a vivid green flash of light that darted out at them from the 
dancing ball of colors. 

Verdeschi felt Lustig’s strength ebb away and his hold relax. A look of 
terror returned to the man’s eyes. Then he began sliding down. He fell to 
the turf at his feet. 

The tongue of green light sprang back into the ball. 

Appalled, Verdeschi reached for his comlock and snapped it on. But the 
buzzing sound increased in volume, preventing him. He felt it numbing his 
brain cells, taking over his body. 

As his thoughts were forced out of his head he caught a brief, mental 
glimpse of a supremely powerful, invading mental force. Then he—his 
mind—could remember nothing more. 

The buzzing noise subsided. 

With blank, unseeing eyes, Verdeschi’s figure trembled rigidly as it 
adjusted itself to the new mind inside it and then ran fleet-footed from the 
clearing. 

“Tony?” Koenig’s voice sounded urgently over the comlock in the 
figure’s belt. The figure withdrew it, stopping to see the tiny, alarmed face 
Staring out at him from the screen. 

“What’s holding you up?” the voice demanded. Uncomprehendingly, the 
figure held the communicator to its glistening, sweat-bathed face. 

“Tony!” the face shouted desperately. “I can see you... you’re...” 

A surge of power swept up from inside the figure. With it came a strong 
feeling of well-being. The figure felt happy and content with its power—but 
it felt a strong urge to put it to use. 

With baby-like understanding in its eyes it gazed curiously at the 
bleeping instrument; then, tiring, and finding it a nuisance, it squeezed it in 
its terrifying grasp. 

The plastic cracked and splintered, breaking into a thousand fragments of 
casement and circuitry, which it let drop to the ground. 


Then it laughed maniacally with its newfound freedom and ran swiftly 
off into the trees. 


CHAPTER 
THIRTEEN 


Dr. Ben Vincent, the landing party’s medic, stared grimly down at Lustig’s 
burned body. 

“Laser wounds? But it doesn’t add up,” Koenig told him in 
bewilderment. 

“T’d say it adds up to a stupid accident,” the doctor told him. “They fell 
out. A weapon was pulled—” 

“But why should Tony do that? Why should he take off like that?” 

Vincent shrugged. “He’d just killed a man.” 

Running feet sounded, and they turned. An Alphan guard appeared, 
holding something small in his hand. He ran breathlessly toward them and 
showed them the crushed remains of Verdeschi’s comlock. “Found it half a 
kilometer due west of here, sir.” 

“West?” Koenig asked, more puzzled than ever, for he did not believe 
that his Security Chief had killed anyone. “Heading away from the base 
camp?” 

“The state he’s in, he may not know where he’s headed,” Vincent 
commented. “I’ve asked Helena to check his mental records.” 

Koenig frowned deeply. “Take care of Lustig. I’m going to try to find 
him.” So saying, he motioned to the guard to lead the way, and he and the 
guard vanished amongst the vegetation. 


A beam of thin, intense light lanced down on an area of the golf-ball-shaped 
structure. Yuri Salkov played the laser over it, to no effect. Shaking lis head, 
he turned it off and laid the special cutter down amongst an assortment of 
other implements that he had tried —all in vain. 

“We’re not going to force our way in, that’s for sure,” he said. “How 
about Tony?” 

Carter tensed. “What about him?” 


The man beamed at him through his beard. “You don’t need to hide 
things from me. Is it true? You know that he’s cracked up?” 

The Eagle pilot scowled in irritation, wondering how the big Pioneer 
Chief had got to know. The fact was supposed to have been kept secret, to 
avoid panic until more about the unpleasant occurrence had been found out. 

“Don’t ask me!” he said more savagely than he intended. “Ask a doctor... 
if they find him... if he’s still alive...” He realized how worried he was 
himself. He noticed, also, the hurt expression on the other man’s face, and 
he apologized. “Let’s go back to work. We’|l make another examination of 
the building, this time looking for a finely sealed entry door.” 

The flattened geodesic facets of the golf ball were optically disturbing 
when they were looked at closely, and Salkov had made the suggestion that 
they had perhaps missed a possible entrance as a result. 

Once more they began moving around the circular track they had cleared 
at the base of the building. This time, they were rewarded. 

“Found it!” Carter exclaimed. Salkov rushed over to join him and peered 
where the Eagle pilot pointed. His fingers traced the outline of a star-shaped 
hatch. The hatch’s surfaces were covered with the myriad solar cells, and it 
was identifiable only because of the line that ran between its edges and the 
other facets composing the building walls. Beneath it, they noticed a small 
box-shaped object attached to the baseline. 

“The entry mechanism?” Salkov bent down and opened it. His sensitive 
fingers found two buttons and he pressed first one, then the other, then both 
together, but without result. 

“But no power.” He looked up in frustration at Carter. His face 
brightened. “The solar cells...” He climbed back on his feet and cast his 
eyes over the golf ball. Most of its surface was draped in years of foliage, 
obliterating the rays of the powerful sun which beat down. 

Carter caught on. He pulled out his comlock and got through to Koenig. 
“John, I think we’ve found a way into the alien structure.” 

“Good,” Koenig’s tinny voice spoke back to him. The Commander 
sounded only half-interested. 

“Tt seems to be powered by solar radiation,” Carter continued. “If we’re 
right, when the cells are charged... we’re in!” 

“Okay, let Yuri deal with it. We’ve located Tony.” 


Carter’s face broke into a wild grin. “Well, that’s what I call good news.” 
He stuck his thumb up at Salkov. 

“We haven’t got him yet,” Koenig told him wamingly. 

“Oh. Then you don’t know his condition?” 

“We will soon,” Koenig replied tightly. He sounded grim and fearful, and 
Carter’s smile quickly faded. He wondered what condition they had found 
the Alphan in. 

“Alan,” Koenig added, “you and Vincent come and pick us up. I think 
we’ ll need you.” 

Carter nodded despondently. Looking helplessly at Salkov, he snapped 
the set off and strode away. 

He knew by both the tone and content of Koenig’s instructions that he 
would have to take one of the Eagles over to pick up Tony—and that must 
mean that the Security Chief was in a really bad way. 

He rushed back to the base where he knew Vincent had returned with 
Lustig’s body. When he got there, amidst the clutter of tables, equipment, 
and people he noticed Les Johnson, a medical technician, helping himself to 
some of the fruit-stuffs that he was supposed to be analyzing. Ever since the 
time when Maya and Verdeschi had been trapped on the planet Luton, at the 
hands of the merciless judges who had ruled that planet, and had found 
themselves sentenced to fight other alien life forms to regain their freedom, 
there had been a total ban put on the eating of any planetary produce 
whatsoever—until, first, it had been analyzed, and second, before the planet 
of its origin had been checked. 

He fumed with anger, but was unable to do more than pass a warning 
shout at the man on his way to find Vincent. He searched among the tents, 
eventually locating the doctor. Together they set out for the berthed Eagle. 


The trail to Verdeschi led across a stony, open stretch of scrubland covered 
with sparse, bush-like vegetation. They had found colored snags of his blue 
tunic caught on thorns, and but a moment ago, they had caught sight of him 
on his crazy run across the landscape. 

They had watched him crash sideways into tall tree, then, angry with it, 
fire his laser at it, charring it to a smoking stump. From the power of the 
burn Koenig could tell that his gun had been set on Kill and not Stun. 


Then Verdeschi had caught sight of them and backed away from the 
blackened stump, seemingly in fear. Now he had fled into a dense thicket of 
tall bushes and undergrowth. 

“Hold it!” Koenig called out to the guards who immediately set off after 
him. “Ill take him. You two stay here and make sure he doesn’t double 
back.” He set out toward the thicket. 

“He’s armed, Commander,” one of the guards pointed out in alarm. 

“Yes, but I don’t think he’ll use it on me,” Koenig called back 
confidently. He made his way into the thicket and quickly emerged in 
another stony area. Here he picked up a trail of blood drips and followed it. 

In the distance he could hear the preliminary test roar of the Eagle ascent 
rockets, and he hoped that Carter would be able to reach him in time to save 
the Security Chief. Or perhaps, it might be he who would be needing the 
helping, he thought grimly. 

But his fears were not proved. 

A few moments later he abruptly came across Verdcschi. His collapsed, 
wasted body was slumped over a boulder. His tunic was ripped and tom. He 
was shaking spasmodically. When he turned him over, he saw that his face 
was badly bruised and cut and drenched in sweat, and his eyes were staring 
wildly up at the sky, glazed and fixed on the burning sun. 


The sun had grown hotter as the day wore on. Soon, it was a blazing, high 
orb sending down rays of searing heat. The lush vegetation around the golf 
ball began to steam. But to Salkov, the sun was a blessing. The stronger it 
beamed, the better, as far as he was concerned. 

Not so the two technicians he had roped in to help him clear the 
vegetation from the building walls. Their task complete, they were drinking 
thirstily from beakers of cool, crystal water they had taken from a nearby 
stream. 

“Another couple of hours should do the trick,” he said to them as they 
drank. He added warningly, “You know you shouldn’t be drinking that yet, 
until it’s been tested.” 

They shrugged and continued drinking while he shook his head and 
turned his attention back to the building. Since the obstruction had been 
cleared off the millions of tiny solar cells, it had become a giant, silent 


energy generator, producing electricity cleanly and efficiently, for free. 
Every so often he made the short walk in the sun to the hatch to see whether 
it would operate. He was contemplating the building’s purpose, wondering 
what new and strange things the electrical power would motivate, when he 
heard two sharp gasps, followed by two thuds behind him. 

The two technicians had keeled over. They lay perfectly still among the 
foliage, their beakers fallen beside them. 

He ran forward and turned one of them over. He checked the man’s pulse 
and discovered to his horror that he was dead. 


The Eagle came, descending out of the steel sky. Koenig had radioed the 
guards, and together they helped carry Verdeschi aboard. Dr. Vincent was at 
the open hatchway waiting to greet them. He looked solemn. He looked 
even more despondent when he saw the state of the Security Chief. 

Quickly, he supervised his conveyance to a medical bed he had prepared, 
and while Carter began taking the ship back to base, he began to work on 
him. 

Koenig hovered nervously at the bedside. “Is there anything we can do?” 

“He’s sinking into a deep coma.” Vincent was shaking his head, giving 
the impression that he thought that there was not much anyone could do. 
“I’ve given him a shot to stop him sinking any deeper... but without proper 
medical facilities there would be brain damage.” 

“Then we get him back to Alpha—right now.” Koenig pulled out his 
comlock to radio his intentions to the Moon. 

He discovered that Maya had been just about to get through to him. She 
sounded very distressed, but he assumed this was because of Verdeschi’s 
condition. “John, Yuri Salkov has just called in. He’s been trying to get you 
personally, but for some reason he has been unable to operate on your 
frequency. Something happened at the alien structure...” 

Koenig frowned in irritation. Her voice was crackling and the link was 
fading in static. Finally, her voice faded altogether and his comlock smoked 
and burst into flames. Astounded, he let it fall, still burning, to the floor. 

A warning siren sounded from the control panel, and a red emergency 
light began winking on and off. As it did so, the ship, which was already 
quite high up, preparing to inject into orbit, began shuddering violently. 


“Stabilizer gone!” Koenig shouted. He darted forward to the controls. 
“Switching to back-up.” He turned to Carter. “What the hell’s happening?” 

The shuddering ceased. 

“It’s holding,” Carter gasped. “Let’s hope long enough to get us to Alpha, 
or we’re goners.” 

Koenig stabbed at the communicator button and re-called Maya. “We’re 
having trouble with the survey Eagle. Malfunctions...” 

“Can you correct?” she asked worriedly. 

“We'll try, but if negative, we’ll head back to Base Camp and switch to 
Eagle One—” Before he could finish, ominous coils of smoke began rising 
from the control console. Again, Maya’s face faded away and the screen 
went dead. 

He and Carter could only stare at one another, first in numbed disbelief, 
then in terror. 


“Moon Base to survey Eagle,” Maya called out desperately. “Moon Base to 
survey Eagle, come in...” She turned to Helena. “We’ve lost contact again— 
not only with John, but Base Camp communications are also affected.” 

“Tf they don’t get Tony to Medical Center, then... well, let’s hope they do 
soon.” Helena modified her words, noticing Maya’s distressed look. She 
herself was deeply upset, both for Koenig’s welfare and, for her own 
instrumental role in encouraging the expedition. She had to admit now that 
it looked like being a disaster... and that Koenig’s attitude had been the 
correct one. 

Maya reacted in further alarm to a sudden stream of telemetry flashing 
across her monitor. “Full computer scan on the planet, quick,” she called 
out urgently to Sandra Benes. “And keep a trace on the survey Eagle.” She 
turned helplessly to Helena. “Something’s happening to the planet, Helena. 
The atmosphere readings have changed drastically...” 


The Eagle ship slowly began to disintegrate. First one vital part, then 
another cut out. Or rather, they dissolved out. The circuitry seemed to be 
melting, and the electrical energy was finding the quickest way out it could 
—in the form of heat. 


While Carter navigated as best he could, Koenig checked the ship’s main 
circuits. They were arranged in cassette form and pressed conveniently into 
a bank in the wall. He began pulling them out, one by one, examining them. 
In each case, they were badly corroded. Many were already useless. In 
despair, he turned to the standby sets he had located, wondering whether 
only the operational ones were being affected. But these, too, had been 
equally badly eaten away. 

His eyes lighted on some metal controls in front of him. They looked 
dulled and tarnished. He scratched at them with his nail, easily stripping off 
the layer of oxide that had formed. 

“All the metals—they seem to be corroding! Return to Base Camp, Alan. 
Quick!” 

Carter wrestled with the warm controls, decreasing thrust and allowing 
the ship to drop back. He took it down as fast as he dared. But when he got 
it down to a few hundred feet it began to shudder again as the standby 
stabilizers went. The controls pulled off in his hands, and the ship began 
rolling and wheeling about. 

It dropped into a dive. Last-second timing on its pilot’s part, increasing 
the boost on the front thrusters and levelling the craft out, prevented their 
diving to their doom. He managed to bring them down to a safer height, 
before all the controls cut out. He pounded on the controls frantically, but to 
no avail. 

Flaming and smoking, and dropping bits and pieces of itself on the land 
below, the Eagle slewed down, skimmed a forest of trees, and plowed into 
the ground. It skittered along on the bushy, stony terrain, eventually coming 
to rest against a lone tree and a group of boulders. 


“They didn’t make it,” Maya moaned. “Their controls disintegrated before 
touchdown.” She pressed the communicator but could get no reply at all 
now from either the Base or the Eagle. 

Frantically she and Helena searched for their comlocks and tried to 
activate them—but they, too, failed. 

It was as though the whole deadly planet had gone out of existence. But 
they could still see it there on the Big Screen, spinning, turning calmly on 


its axis, hanging in space as beautiful and welcoming in its looks as their 
own lost Earth. 


CHAPTER 
FOURTEEN 


Koenig awoke to find himself lying inside a rough, stone cavern. It was the 
cave at Base One, he recalled suddenly. 

Someone was leaning over him and calling to Carter. It was Sahn. Her 
dark, smiling features gazed down at him as though from out of another 
world. Carter and Dr. Vincent appeared suddenly beside her. Vincent began 
checking his pulse. 

“Some landing...” Koenig grinned weakly up at them. As soon as he 
spoke, he started off a terrible thumping pain in his head. He realized that 
that was where he had been hurt. 

Carter held up an apparently intact throttle control in his hands. “Got to 
admit, it wasn’t one of my best.” 

“Tony...” Koenig frowned, suddenly remembering. 

“He’s alive,” Vincent told him. “Right next to you.” 

He raised himself on his elbows, ignoring the head pain which grew a 
hundred times worse. Verdeschi lay pallid beside him on another stretcher, 
motionless and still. “We’ve got to get him back...” 

“Easy, John.” Vincent restrained him. “No one’s going anywhere. We’re 
stranded.” 

“Stranded?” Koenig struggled all the more. “But Eagle One?” 

Carter’s smile vanished. “Forget Eagle One, John. It’ll fall apart if we try 
to use it.” To demonstrate his words he took the throttle control in his 
hands, snapped it and tossed the pieces on Koenig’s blanket. “Everything 
metal on the planet has corroded.” 

Koenig examined the badly corroded pieces of the throttle control, 
stunned. 

“Something else,” Carter continued grimly. “Three of the survey team are 
dead.” 

“Dead?” Koenig asked, appalled. 


“Poisoned. Two of them drank water from a stream. The other one ate 
some fruit from a tree...” He broke off, mystified. “The odd thing is that the 
food and water had just been passed as safe.” He remembered seeing Les 
Johnson sampling the fruit; unknown to him, it had in fact been passed. He 
pursed his lips. “It killed them.” 

“Tony... what got to him?” the dazed Commander asked as though in a 
bad dream. 

Vincent had returned to his task of treating the Italian. “He’s got a few 
bruises on him. Probably a result of his scramble with Lustig... but nothing 
that could have affected him.” 

Something affected Koenig right now. It was Vincent’s offhand, reticent 
way. He scowled. “But something flipped him.” 

“T examined Lustig,” Vincent told him as he worked. “The laser beam 
killed him, but I found evidence of brain cell expansion—the kind of 
pressure that can first drive a man mad, then kill him.” 

“The source of the pressure?” 

“T don’t know.” He broke off thoughtfully. 

“But do you feel Tony suffered the same kind of pressure?” Koenig asked 
in alarm. 

Vincent nodded unwillingly. “I have a hunch that’s what I’ll find upon 
further examination.” 

“And if you do... can you help him?” 

“T don’t know.” He sighed heavily. “I wish we had him on Alpha.” 

Koenig shook his head in wordless grief. Too much seemed to have 
happened too quickly. He looked up at Carter. “Alpha is bound to know 
we’re in trouble. They’ll send help...” He had barely finished when it 
dawned on him that if they did, then the rescue Eagle, too, would fall apart. 

The shock was sufficient to force him into a sitting position. “We’ve got 
to do something fast, radio them.” 

Carter looked hopeless. “We can’t. ve just said, everything with any 
metal in it is useless—and that includes all communicators.” 


Helena paced distractedly up and down the Command Center. She stopped 
and turned to Maya, who was working, white-faced, at her console. “Maya, 
how close were they before their controls broke up?” 


She had asked the question twice. This time Maya heard her and 
muttered, “Close.” 

“Close enough to have survived impact?” 

“T can’t be precise,” the Psychon told her. 

Helena wrung her hands, strung out. “You can predict, can’t you?” 

“I can say what we both want to hear.” Maya looked up abruptly. Her 
face was tear-stained. “There’s a chance.” 

“Are the results of the computer scan through yet?” 

“I’m analyzing the data now.” She pored over the print-outs, scanning 
them with her quick eye. As she assimilated their information, she stiffened, 
bringing Helena rushing over. 

“The planet... it’s an ecological disaster!” Maya cried out angrily. “The 
computer registers a massive build-up of poisonous elements...” 

“But that’s not possible!” Helena spoke shakenly. Her voice was hardly 
more than a whisper. “We checked and double-checked before our people 
went down there.” 

“T know. It was safe,” Maya agreed, disbelieving the evidence herself. “It 
started to change when ‘our people’ landed.” 

“You mean their arrival is the cause of this situation?” 

“If the computer is correct, yes. That’s exactly what I mean.” She spoke 
slowly, as though she herself had only just realized the fact. She looked up 
and the two women stared at each other in fear. 


| Teed 


The interior of Eagle One was warm and humid, its air-conditioning broken 
down like all the other electrical and metal systems on board her. Koenig, 
his head still bandaged, sifted through a pile of gutted communication 
equipment. 

As Carter had told him, the parts were all completely useless. 

“The plastics are holding up,” he said to Carter, fingering a piece of 
plastic and squeezing it firmly. 

Carter smiled sardonically. “We can hardly build a communicator with 
plastic.” 

A sudden thought struck Koenig. “Wait a minute, though.” He stood up 
suddenly and strode over to the weapons rack. He took out a rocket rifle and 


broke open the chamber. As he worked, the gun literally fell to bits in his 
hands; when he had finished he held up a small plastic tube. 

“Metaline fibers?” Carter guessed. 

“Yes.” Koenig forced the tube apart and triumphantly revealed a bunched 
coil of very thin, colored material. He tested it with his fingers, tugging at 
it. “Non-corroded. Plastic—but one of the best energy conductors we have.” 

Carter nodded as the Commander excitedly unravelled the fibers. 
“They’ll conduct energy, but now we’ ve got to find energy to conduct.” 

“The solar cells,” Koenig told him. He handed him the fibers. “On that 
alien structure. Fix it up, will you? I’m no good at making radios.” 


A weak signal began bleeping over Maya’s console causing a sudden stir in 
the Command Center. 

“Tt’s a signal from the planet!” Maya cried out. “But very weak...” 

Helena ran over, in time to hear Koenig’s distant voice calling them. 

“John Koenig to Moon Base Alpha.” 

“John, we’re receiving you.” She spoke tremblingly, hope springing 
inside her. 

“How is Tony?” Maya rejoined, before he could reply. Then they realized 
that Koenig couldn’ reply. 

“We can transmit but not receive,” his voice told them next. “Our 
situation is serious. We are without ships and equipment...” 

His voice faded and they leaned forward, intently trying to listen to his 
every word. From the snippets of information they were gradually able to 
receive a terrifying picture of what had happened. 

“We know now that this planet is overwhelmingly hostile to our life 
forms,” Koenig’s voice continued. The signal was growing weaker. “We 
will strive to effect countermeasures... until we do... I expressly forbid any 
attempt at rescue... repeat, no ships are to come down here... should they 
try, their metals will disintegrate on contact with planetary atmosphere... it 
was this phenomenon which caused the crash of...” 

A burst of static crowded out the words. When it cleared again, the words 
had gone. The receiver went dead. 

They stared helplessly at one another. Maya was the first to speak, 
voicing what they were all thinking. “They have no time for ‘effective 


countermeasures’! That atmosphere will soon be impossible to breathe!” 

“T’ve got to go down to them, Maya.” Helena spoke fiercely. She had 
started pacing again, deep in her grief. “The problem is, how? We can’t use 
the Eagles..” 

They would never be able to get back if they went. The fact impressed 
itself deeply on Maya’s mind, but nevertheless, she found herself compelled 
to offer an alternative method of transport which had presented itself to her. 

“A glider...” she said aloud. 

Helena stopped, interested. “A glider?” 

“No power unit, no moving parts—it could be made from plastic,” the 
other continued, ignoring the shocked faces around her. 

Maya and Helena suddenly found themselves motivated by a macabre 
pleasure at the idea, perhaps because of their love for the two men. 

“And our space suits—we could replace the metal seals,” Helena said 
enthusiastically. She glanced wamingly at the Psychon, her heart beating 
fast. “It’s strictly a one-way trip, Maya.” 

Maya nodded. “I know... and for two passengers.” 

“For two passengers.” Helena emphasized the words. 


The groves and valleys, the air and flowers which had once welcomed the 
Alphans so deceptively with their beauty and desirability were now lethal 
and untouchable. They lay all around them, still seemingly harmless, still 
inviting them to sample. 

Salkov waited warily outside the golf ball, nervously wondering from 
which quarter they were next going to be attacked. Several hours had gone 
by, and the hot sun was still beating down, charging the solar cells. Inside 
the strange building lay some of the answers to their dilemma, of that he 
was quite certain. But the problem was, when was it going to build up 
enough power to open its own door? 

As he thought these thoughts, gazing at the huge ball of whiteness, it 
seemed to him that it had actually grown more brilliant. At first he thought 
that it was his imagination, but then he realized it was pulsating—the whole 
structure and not just the hatch mechanism was energizing. 

He ran to the hatch and cautiously got down on his knees and pressed one 
of the buttons. With a low hum, the star-shaped door by his head began 


opening slowly inward. 

He was gripped by an overwhelming fear now and instead of entering he 
got to his feet and ran back to the Base Camp. Not long afterward, he 
returned, with Koenig and Carter taking the lead. 

They arrived at the gaping entrance. Inside, it looked pleasantly cool and 
light, and they climbed warily through, keeping as close to one another as 
they could. The air was strangely musty, irritating to their throats, causing 
them to cough. 

It was like being inside a large, globular tent that let in the sunlight 
through its own fabric. The walls were lined with plastic shapes and cables. 
In the center of the room was a small console. In the seat was a gaunt, 
sinister figure, its back to them. As they entered, it seemed to be hunched 
over the controls, surveying them motionlessly. 

Nervously, Koenig moved closer toward it and laid a hesitant hand on its 
shoulder. He withdrew it hastily when he felt hard bone protruding beneath 
the fabric. As he did so, the chair swivelled slowly round, throwing the 
figure backward, offering them its first clear view of itself. 

Repulsed, they saw that it was little more than a skeleton, its grinning, 
eyeless skull sockets staring out at them from behind a visor of some 
description. Most chilling of all was its skeleton hand which had fallen 
across the table, clutching at a long plastic cylinder. It seemed to be trying 
to thrust the tube toward them in an eerie gesture of offering. 

For a moment they stood in shocked silence, wondering at the grisly 
drama that must have unfolded... how long ago? Then, pulling themselves 
together, they tore themselves away from the sight and began investigating 
the rest of the dome. They noticed in speechless awe that whoever the 
unfortunate occupant of the dome had once been, he had known his planet’s 
evil characteristics well, for the equipment on the walls, like everything else 
in there, was fashioned of nonmetallic materials. 

“The dome must have been built as some kind of a survival shelter.” 
Carter broke the deadly silence. 

“Then how come that poor devil didn’t survive?” Koenig frowned. He 
moved back to the console and looked once more at the frozen arm holding 
out the tube. Distastefully, he reached down and picked it up. A cap fell off 
it, and inside he discovered several small, plastic discs, their surfaces scored 
with a myriad of tiny symbols. 


“What do you make of those?” Salkov asked, puzzled. He and Carter had 
been attracted over by the find. 

Koenig looked baffled. “Information storage of some kind. But...” He 
turned to Carter. “What use are they if they can’t be transmitted... if there’s 
no metal to make circuitry? There must be some other form of 
transmission.” His eyes scoured the console. They rested on a small, 
circular slot close to the skeleton’s seat. He knelt down and noticed with 
quickening interest that it contained an identical disc to the ones he held. 

“Found it!” he told them. “The thing is, where are the controls?” There 
were no evident controls on the console, so he played with the slotted disc 
for a while, trying to figure it out. He tried pressing it in, like a button. 
Instantly, he was rewarded by a sharp clicking sound, followed by a low 
humming coming from the direction of the wall facing the skeleton. 

They noticed now that a fine sheet of a transparentes material hung 
across the front of the panels. It was roughly square and covered in a mesh 
of gossamer-fine lines. As they watched, it glowed brightly and became 
opaque. Humanoid features flashed up on it. 

They quickly recognized that the figure was the earlier, living version of 
the skeleton, for he wore the same helmet and uniform and was seated at the 
same console, only on this picture he was inverted as in a mirror. Death was 
gazing at life in a grim mockery of existence. 

“The end has come,” the person spoke to them across time. “Only I, 
Zoran, leader of this expedition, survive, and soon I, too, shall be dead.” His 
despairing face stared out at them from behind the plastic visor. “To you 
who came here as we did, in search of a promised land, cease your struggle. 
There is only one escape from this pitiless world—death.” 

Abruptly, like a curtain closing on their lives, his face faded and the 
screen blanked out. 


CHAPTER 
FIFTEEN 


Countless thousands of stars belonging to the receding galaxy shone down 
at Helena and Maya atop Eagle Three as they lifted gracefully off from the 
Moon. 

The two women, wearing space suits, sat inside the glider cockpit. The 
cockpit was transparent, enabling them to observe the heavens in all their 
magnificence. Beneath them, inside the ship, Frazer was at the controls, 
carrying them shuttle-fashion through space on their suicidal journey to the 
planet. 

The glider was stocked with food, blankets, and two medical cases 
containing non-metal equipment and drugs. With their own body weights 
the total payload was just sufficient to keep the vessel safely airworthy in 
the kind of atmosphere that their instruments at the Command Center had 
anticipated. 

“Let’s only hope we’ve got the launch position worked out right,” Helena 
said as she gazed at the large, green Earth-like globe hanging in front of 
them. In this direction, there were few stars, partly because of the fierce ball 
of the planet’s sun burning to their left, partly because this was the galaxy’s 
edge and only a few faint glimmers of other, incredibly distant galaxies 
were to be detected at all. 

“T tried to assess all the relevant factors,” Maya commented from her seat 
next to her. “But a glider is not exactly a precision instrument.” 

“Tt’s a big planet, Maya. A small error could put us hundreds of miles 
from the Base Camp.” 

“Then we discover the joys of walking, don’t we?” 

They still felt surprisingly cool and elated. It was as though the fear 
inhibiting part of their minds had been turned off and only the emotional, 
less aware parts of their minds functioned. Yet they felt clearheaded and in 
complete command of their faculties. Their mission was something that 
they had to undertake; it was natural. Like homing birds crossing the oceans 


on Earth, there was no choice open to them. Fear, therefore, didn’t come 
into the matter; it was no longer a survival motivator. 

They left the Moon behind, and gradually the planet grew larger. Its land 
and water features became massive, curving away in a plateau beneath 
them. They could see now that banks of graying cumulus clouds were 
beginning to build up over their landing area, and they exchanged worried 
glances. 

“Approaching extremity of atmosphere.” Frazer’s voice crackled over 
their headpieces. “Stand by for launch.” 

“Standing by,” Maya reported. 

They began to feel the first twinges of tension, but they thrust them 
savagely aside in their minds, refusing them time or space to grow in. 

“Computer indicates launch ten seconds... five seconds...” 

They listened to his countdown, expecting to be jettisoned into free 
flight. All they hoped was that the glider was launched correctly at the right 
angle into the air, or it would break up and they would hurtle forever 
downwards, making miniature shooting stars of themselves. 

“Four... three... two... one... zero!” 

They felt a sudden uplift as disconnection took place. The Eagle dropped 
away below them. The comforting vibrations of its vast, mother-like body 
ceased, and they were suddenly gliding downward, alone, adrift, like some 
giant bird at the mercy of the air currents and winds. 

“You’re on your own, girls. Good luck.” Frazer’s parting words sounded 
in their ears. They thanked him and turned their sets off—not that they had 
any need to, for soon their radio parts would be corroded and then they 
would be totally on their own. 

Alone, at the mercy of their wits. 

And their wishes. 


Overpowering feelings of gloom and depression rose inside Koenig as 
Zoran’s pitiful transmission ended. But at least they had now found 
someone else who knew about the planet’s cruel environment, even though 
their friend was long dead. 

He extricated the coded disc and inserted another. 


Zoran’s image flashed up again and began speaking. From what he said 
and the way he said it, the transmission was an earlier one, reminiscent of 
their own initial mishaps. 

“Survey reports indicated that this planet is ideal,” he commenced, seated 
exactly as before. “Our people rejoiced in the good fortune that has guided 
us to this hospitable land. But as yet we have not located our mining party... 
A further complication is the inexplicable breakdown of our most vital 
equipment...” His form was distracted by something off-screen, and 
hurriedly he pressed a button in front of him on the console. Then the 
screen went blank again. 

Quickly, Koenig inserted another disc. When Zoran reappeared this time 
and began speaking, he looked shocked. “The natural resources of the 
planet have turned poisonous. Half our number have perished. Our own 
supplies are dwindling. We are facing disaster.” 

Another disc showed him looking haggard, beyond hope, and infinitely 
sad. “Yesterday, the survivors of the mining party were found. They were in 
deep coma, suffering from a mysterious form of brain damage. We did what 
we could with them, but were unable to save them. They regained 
consciousness shortly before death... and were lucid enough to describe 
some of what had happened.” 

They leaned forward intently at this, but the screen faded on them. 
Frustratedly, they pressed in more of the discs, searching for the one which 
followed. At length they found one that was not far removed and slotted it 
in. 

“We are being destroyed by an immortal creature of awesome power,” 
Zoran was saying. “A solitary being which yearns for contact with other 
forms of intelligent life. It did not seek to deliberately destroy our mining 
party. It wanted to communicate... to talk... to express the joy it felt at 
discovering a form of life other than itself.” Zoran’s face became grave. 
“But the means it chose inflicted insanity and violent death.” He was 
choked with sudden passion. “But we must find a way to communicate with 
it... we must...”-he was stuck for words-“make it understand.” 

The screen faded. 

“John!” Vincent’s excited voice sounded suddenly behind them. The 
doctor rushed inside to where they were standing, but he was brought up 


suddenly by the eerie sight of the skeleton in the strange globe. 
Distractedly, he said, “Tony’s come around.” 

What was intended as good news was received as bad, and he couldn’t 
understand the sudden grim looks on their faces. What he didn’t know was 
that if Zoran was right in his description of the death throes of the long- 
dead miners, Verdeschi’s own death was now imminent. 

“Alan, go through the entire record again. Maybe we missed something.” 
Then he turned to Vincent. “Let’s go... and fast.” 


Angry storm clouds began gathering beneath the solitary glider. lt careened 
downward into them, plunging helena and Maya into a frightening world of 
fire and vapor. 

It was almost as if the planet was trying to keep them from reaching their 
destination, as though it were in some way alive. If it weren’t, then they had 
an unbelievable streak of bad luck. 

They were now able to take off their helmets and vent their feelings to 
one another. 

“What a bitch!” Maya called out as she grappled with the makeshift joy- 
stick that the Moon Base engineers had installed. The raging wind was 
buffeting them crazily about, sucking them up, then flinging them down. 
The light craft was creaking alarmingly, and both knew that it wouldn’t take 
much more. But they kept up their spirits. 

“T hope our men appreciate what we’re doing for them,” Helena shouted 
back at her above the rumbling and roaring. She sat behind Maya, holding 
onto the pilot’s seat. on her knees were the two medical cases. The rest of 
the supplies were packed into a small compartment behind her. 

Cloud vapors raced toward them, dividing on the cockpit hood and 
streaming past them as they flew steeply down. Flashes of lightning 
streaked around them. When it seemed that they could fly down no farther 
without hitting the ground, they broke abruptly from the cloud layer and 
were stunned by a gloomy vista of writhing, wind-whipped vegetation 
below. 

“Twenty thousand feet, I would estimate,” Maya called out. “It looks like 
the landing site, too.” 


They were on the point of congratulating themselves when a sudden, 
violent updraft of air smacked against the glider’s belly, sending it spinning 
upward. For a moment, they were tossed crazily about, caught by eddy after 
eddy. When Maya finally managed to bring it under control again, the wind 
had smashed through their cockpit and torn off a part of the left wing. 

“We’ve got to get out of the turbulence,” Maya shouted above the noise 
of the freezing, howling wind that now whipped around their bodies. “It’s 
our only chance.” 

“But we’|l miss the Base Camp...” 

“That’s right.” She began trying to maneuver the plane, banking it away 
toward some distant shafts of sunlight. But as she went, the plastic covering 
ripped off the glider’s “good” wing, exposing its struts. 

“We’ve got too much weight now—the wings will never carry us!” Maya 
screamed behind her. “Throw everything out!” 

They were losing height rapidly, almost nose-diving into the thrashing 
sea of treetops below. 

Frantically, Helena opened the cockpit lock and threw up its plastic hood. 
It was ripped instantly away, exposing them completely to the pressure of 
the freezing wind. 

She began baling out the carefully prepared cases and blankets, the food 
packets and equipment: But she was not thinking now about saving anyone 
except herself. 

Maya was grimly holding on the joy-stick, pulling it back as far as it 
would go in an attempt to regain some height and descend more safely. Its 
nose lifted appreciably as its payload was jettisoned and its weight was 
brought down. She heaved a deep inward sigh of relief. Now they were in 
again with a fighting chance. 

The damaged craft skimmed perilously above the trees, then, by a 
miracle, above a stretch of comparatively clear land. 

She could bring it down. 


“John?” 

Verdeschi’s bright, feverish eyes stared up at Koenig. His face, though, 
was still pasty-white and deeply lined with strain. His mind might be alert, 
but his body was close to death. 


“Hello, Tony,” he said gently. 

“How are we doing?” the Security Chief asked. 

Koenig smiled. “Still a long way from home.” 

“Lustig!” Realization suddenly snapped in Verdeschi’s eyes. He tried to 
raise himself. 

“Easy, Tony.” Vincent laid a restraining arm on him. 

“John, I didn’t kill Lustig...” 

“We’ll talk about it later,” Koenig said gently, not wanting to rouse him 
beyond his body’s endurance. 

“No, now. We got separated. I heard a shout, ran back: He was crazy, 
tried to kill me...” 

“You tried to disarm him,” Koenig explained for him. “The laser went 
off... that what?” 

“I was about to call in... and heard something weird noise...” With a 
gargantuan burst of energy he found the strength to tell them about the light 
globe and the brief, sharp memory of the other mind that he had glimpsed, 
then he drifted dreamily off to sleep. 

Before they could make anything of this, a sudden hail from outside the 
cave attracted their attention. It was Maya’s voice. As Sahn, the only female 
of the Base Camp, was standing right next to them, that meant, impossibly, 
that it had to be Maya or... 

They turned, startled, to see not only the Psychon, but Helena also. The 
two bedraggled women were standing in front of them, smiling. 

“How the hell...?” Koenig began. 

“A glider,” Helena explained to him simply. She extended her arms. 

Impulsively, he ran toward her and they embraced. Maya walked forward 
anxiously. “Tony...?” 

Overwhelmed and thankful for their appearance, Dr. Vincent stepped 
forward. He took her arm and led her to Verdeschi’s stretcher. 

Koenig and Helena broke apart and followed them over. Helena knelt 
down by the patient’s side, realizing instantly, as Vincent had done, that he 
was in a bad way. 

She examined him intently, peering under his eyes and feeling his head 
and chest. “There’s no sign of any permanent brain damage, but he is in 
massive shock.” She looked up incredulously at their gray faces. “It’s 
almost as if the will to live has been destroyed.” 


Vincent and Koenig explained all they knew. In misery, Koenig finished, 
requesting that she just do what she could. 

They were interrupted again, this time by Salkov triumphantly holding 
aloft another transmission disc. 

“TI must go,” Koenig told them. He glanced at Maya. “I’m sure Tony will 
be glad to see you. It may make the difference between between life and 
death.” 

He rushed out with Salkov. 

The dark storm clouds that had gathered overhead began to clear, and the 
raging gale stopped blowing. Fortunately there had been no rain, otherwise 
they might have all been killed when the poisons in it were absorbed 
through their skins or taken accidentally in their mouths. 

Carter was waiting for them inside the dome. While Salkov slotted in the 
disc, Koenig told Carter about the daring arrival of the two women. Zoran’s 
features’ came back on the screen, and he began speaking to them. 

“My attempt to communicate with the being has proved fatal. Yesterday I 
finally confronted it. I was protected by a suit specially designed to block 
its destructive powers, but the suit was flawed. A simple error in the eye 
section. And I was lost, insane. Now I follow the path of the others. I am 
lucid... record the details... knowing that I am soon to die.” 

Zoran faded away for the last time, and they were left. feeling a mixture 
of respect for his bravery and sudden excitement at the information he had 
disclosed. 

With the information they had gleaned from Verdeschi concerning the 
nature of the mysterious and dangerous creature who inhabited the planet, 
they were now able to work out a possible plan of attack. 

Carter, who had been going over the dome and its contents with a fine- 
tooth comb, went straight to a locker and pulled out the suit. He held it 
before them so that they could have a look. 

It was a weird, bulky suit made of a thick, glistening black plastic. It was 
designed to cover the entire body, including the head. The helmet part was 
the most thickly-shielded of all and was fitted with an internal microphone 
and two small speakers where the ears would be. The most unusual and 
unnerving thing about it was that it had no visor. Where the eyehole should 
have been it was thickly padded, to keep out the harmful radiations that the 
creature produced. 


Koenig activated a switch he had spotted on the outside of the helmet. 
Instantly, a small orange light flashed on. “It’s active,” he announced. 

“So is this.” Carter held up a tiny, cube-shaped transmitting and receiving 
device. They saw that it, too, was flashing. 

“If we increase the protection around the eyes, maybe we will succeed 
where Zoran failed!” Salkov speculated enthusiastically. 

Koenig nodded “Just what I was thinking.” He looked at Carter. “It’s 
Tony’s only chance.” 

“And ours,” the Eagle pilot added. 

They began to hunt around for more of the unfamiliar padding material 
that lined the suit, especially the helmet. They neither knew what it was or 
how it worked, but trusted that, however it did work, Zoran and his 
scientists had done their research thoroughly. 

They located some, tucked away inside the locker where they had found 
the suit, and unravelled two extra layers of it. Then they tucked it inside the 
helmet. 

Carter was about to volunteer to wear it, but Koenig stopped him. “No. 
It’s my responsibility, like Zoran’s. It will be me who talks to the creature.” 

Finally, after testing the helmet radios, they were ready to leave. 
Clutching the suit, they ran quickly outside the dome and made their way to 
the clearing where Lustig’s body had been found. 

As they approached the bushes with red berries on them, the strange 
buzzing sound started up again. It was the first time they had heard it, and it 
stopped them in their tracks. They listened raptly to it. 

“Tf I’m lucky,” Koenig told them grimly, “I'll be able to contact it.” 

“Don’t press your luck, John,” Carter told him. “Be careful. Don’t 
remove the helmet... no matter what.” 


It was a deep, dark blackness that he stepped into. If he wasn’ careful, it 
would be the darkness of insanity and death. 

He felt Carter’s and Salkov’s hands fastening the suit up about him. He 
heard their reassuring voices a moment longer, then nothing. His vision, his 
hearing, all contact with the outside world, except for touch, was gone. 

After a long moment, the internal radio was switched on, and once more 
he heard their voices. Now, a complex orientation procedure started, and he 


was directed to move blindly, first one way, then the other. 

“You’re in front of the bushes now,” Carter’s voice told him. “The sound 
it’s intense. We’ve had to move farther away, but we still have you in our 
sight... To the left a bit... to the right a little. Now, John! Walk straight 
ahead. You’re in the clearing.” 

He groped in front of him with extended arms, feeling the fallen tree 
trunk. Then he waited. He still could not hear anything. 

But then, faintly at first, he did. 

As the sound grew louder and the attendant Alphans were forced to flee 
away from the area altogether, he began to hear it himself. And he became 
aware of a light shining through to him, into the darkness. But was it 
shining through to him? Was the noise coming from outside, or was it all 
happening inside his head? 

The sound became unbearable, and he screamed out in agony, clutching 
at his head in an attempt to tear it away. 

“No! No!” 

The noise seemed to subside, then he realized instead that it was 
fashioning words, mimicking him. 

“No! No!” it screamed. 

Dizzily, Koenig staggered about, finally falling to his knees. Finding that 
it was easier to lie down, he stayed where he was. Still racked with pain, he 
cried, “Who are you?” 

“Who are you?” the voice mirrored back. It screeched in his ears. This 
time it sounded more like his own voice. 

“Helena!” he yelled at it, to test it. 

“Helena!” it called back. 

“Tt’s uncanny... the damn thing’s...” he began to complain for the benefit 
of the listeners at the Base Camp. He was cut off by the creature’s imitation, 
“Tt’s uncanny. the damn thing’s...” 

He tried another question. “What are you?” 

“What are you?... No... No... Stop it... Helena it’s uncanny.” 

The voice had become almost completely like his own. He realized 
dimly, that it must be trying to model itself on him. It was struggling to 
reach him, trying to bring itself down to his levei. 

“It’s uncanny... stop it...” it continued, sounding almost desperate. It 
changed suddenly in pitch and became less painful on Koenig’s ears. “You! 


Is it you?” 

“Yes,” Koenig answered it. 

“T have found the key,” the voice told him triumphantly. “We are in 
communication.” 

“Who are you?” Koenig asked it again. 

“Tam I,” it answered somewhat naively, the Commander thought. 

“You have no name?” he asked, puzzled. 

“Name? Name, what is name?” 

“A name... like a ‘sun’... ‘tree’... “grass’...” 

“That is not a name. That is I—who I am. What are you?” 

“A man... John Koenig.” 

“You are a voice,” it stated emphatically. 

“T am a living being—like you!” Koenig cried. 

“There is none but I—and I am I.” 

“No. You are one amongst many,” Koenig repeated, disbelieving what he 
was hearing, wondering whether the creature was trying to trick him. The 
creature sounded genuine. 

There was a sudden silence during which the creature with no name 
appeared to be thinking. At length it asked, “You are John Koenig?” 

“Yes.” 

“You are more than voice ?” 

“Yes.” 

“Reveal that which is John Koenig,” the creature requested. It sounded 
joyous now. But Koenig was beginning to feel uncomfortable. 

“Why?” he asked. 

“To know that it is more than a voice,” the creature said with more than 
an element of craving in its speech. 

Koenig could not help sounding vindictive. “What about the others who 
have looked?” 

“Others ?” A hint of uncertainty crept into its voice. 

“The ones you drove insane.” 

The mighty creature fell silent again, contemplating perhaps for the first 
time in its existence that it might, unwittingly, have been the cause of 
suffering. In a gentler voice it said, “Trust me, John Koenig. Reveal that 
which is you.” 


“Tt’s crazy!” Carter’s indignant, fearful voice sounded over the 
headpiece. 

“John, no! Don’t do it!” Helena’s voice cried out. She sounded terrified. 

“Don’t remove your helmet,” Maya’s voice pleaded urgently. 

The voice of the creature pleaded, too. The clamor only served to make 
Koenig more determined to do what he felt was right—and remove his 
helmet. In the creature he detected a warmth and a sensitivity which the 
others could not. He realized, too, that the creature had finally understood 
that its previous attempts at communication with other life forms had been 
too damaging for their systems to cope with. That accidental destruction 
was not the creature’s fault. Because of its inability to communicate, it was 
also unable to know whether its methods were successful or not. Further, as 
no being had been able to get into verbal communication with it, it had 
logically assumed that only itself lived. Only it existed. 

“T trust you,” Koenig told it. 

Aware of the shocked reaction he was provoking at the Base Camp, he 
lifted his hands to his helmet and unfastened it. Slowly, he lifted it off. 

Warm, bright sunlight greeted him. The clearing surrounded him—green 
and fresh and flowering. Whether as a result of the darkness he had been 
subjected to, or the presence of the creature, the world actually seemed 
brighter. It seemed warmer and more mellow than it had been. He realized 
slowly that he was enveloped in a faint, white radiance. A few colored 
wisps of some translucent, airy substance danced around him—a part of the 
energy creature’s body, he thought. 

“There is truly more than I,” it said to him, its voice, as with its light 
intensity, modulated now at the right level so as not to injure. The voice 
sounded awed. 

“Yes,” Koenig spoke softly, as though to a new child. “You are one of 
many. May I show you?” 

“Yes, yes!” the creature begged ecstatically, such was its pleasure at 
having contacted friends at last. 

Koenig shouted through the woods to the other Alphans. As it began to 
dawn on them that Koenig had succeeded in contacting the alien being 
without apparent harm, they stepped forward from their hiding places and 
cautiously assembled themselves about the clearing. 


The creature seemed overwhelmed. Koenig could feel the complex 
emotional feelings washing off its semi-visible body. It was battling to sort 
them out. 

“But, John Koenig, if I am not I, then what?” 

“That is for each of us to discover,” Koenig philosophized. 

“How is that done, John Koenig ?” 

The Commander shrugged, smiling. “I can only speak for myself— 
though I am one of many. If we understand others, in time I believe we 
come to understand ourselves.” 

As he spoke, delicate, probing fingers of color meandered out from the 
halo toward the newly arrived Alphans. It examined them all. After it had 
withdrawn its probes and considered what it had found, it grew deeply upset 
with itself. 

“T sense death,” it cried mournfully. “What is death?” 

“The destruction of the most precious gift we have in common—life,” 
Helena answered it. She had been unable to avoid showing her fear when 
the creature’s probing pseudo-podium had examined her. 

A kind of choked sob rent the air. “I have destroyed this gift?” 

“Yes,” Maya answered. “Many have died because you were unaware of 
life.” 

“Tt was our deepest wish to share the beauty you created here,” Helena 
added, unintentionally making it feel even more guilty. 

The creature began crying. 

Heaving, convulsive sobs of grief and pain filled the woodland air. Again 
Koenig felt the full force of its feelings. He felt infinitely sad and 
remorseful. He felt, as well, a strange, unknown feeling that troubled him 
more deeply and made him feel restless. 

“That which I sought most of all the ages, you brought—and death was 
your reward. I cannot support this grief I feel.” 

“Will you help us?” Koenig asked, moved more strongly than he could 
express. 

“Yes. All will be well now. I understand now what I have done wrong.” 

There was a moment during which the world seemed to shine more 
brightly and more warmly than ever—during which they felt that 
everything inside themselves had been healed and all the wrongs righted. 


Then a cold, wintery feeling swept through the clearing. It was a hateful, 
whispering wind that tore at their hearts and reminded Koenig of the cold 
grief-like emotion he had felt moments before when the creature had first 
realized its mistakes. 

The aura around him began to fade. 

“T that am I is no more...” were the fading, last words of the giant 
creature. “I that will be have much to regret...” 

“No!” Koenig cried when he realized what it was doing. “Don’t! We can 
still live together!” 

But it was too late. 

In front of them, before their eyes and their beings, the creature that was 
probably the most powerful and most terrible and most unknown being that 
had existed at any time—the creature that, moreover, was perhaps capable 
of giving the most goodness of any being—fell away into oblivion, a victim 
of its own innate love. 

The cold wind blew away and the sun smiled and the world was beautiful 
again. 


Cold, unwelcoming space beckoned them back to the Moon and their 
runaway home. 

They stood by the cave entrance watching Frazer’s lean figure walking 
bouncily toward them from the parked Eagle Three. He was waving and 
smiling broadly at them. He had come to take them back to Alpha. 

“Ready to go home?” he asked. But the question needed no answer. It 
answered itself. 

His Eagle was intact and sound—its metal had suffered no fatigue or 
decay. 

The fruits and waters of the planet were now edible and refreshing to eat. 

Verdeschi, who had been visited by the benevolent being just before it 
had died, had been healed, and he was the first to step forward to greet 
Frazer. 

There did not seem to be much wisdom in returning to a world which 
was hostile to their existence, to a Moon condemned to wander the 
highways and space-ways forever, to the infinite deep that stretched from 
the shore of the galaxy and would surely devour them. 


As Verdeschi and Frazer embraced one another warmly, the others looked 
around, curiously, testingly, to see whether, after all, they could settle on the 
new world. 


